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Dedication


To all the fans of the Elemental Assassin series who wanted more stories, this one is for you. 

To my mom and my grandma—for everything.

To characters like Hugh Tucker—who turn out to be so much more than just villains.






Author Note


Heart Stings is a 38,000-word novella from the point of view of Lorelei Parker. It takes place after the events of Last Strand, book 19 in the Elemental Assassin urban fantasy series.
Heart Stings first appeared in the Dirty Deeds 2 anthology in 2022. 





Chapter One

Lorelei Parker


“We’re getting married—again!” 
Mallory Parker, my grandmother, made that pronouncement in a loud, proud voice and followed it up with a wide, beaming smile. Me? I held back a groan and downed some water from my crystal goblet to hide the grimace twisting my face.
Stuart Mosley, Mallory’s husband, must have noticed my lack of enthusiasm, because he leaned forward and looked at me. “Don’t worry, Lorelei. We’re not actually getting married again. We’ve already been through that whole shebang once, which was plenty for me.”
Mallory’s blue eyes narrowed, and every single part of her body bristled, including the wrinkles that lined her face. She sat up to her full height and somehow managed to peer down her nose at Mosley, despite the fact that they were both dwarves and only around five feet tall. “I wasn’t aware that one of the happiest days of my life was a shebang.”
Mosley reached over and squeezed her hand, his hazel eyes gleaming in his tan, wrinkled face. “You know what I mean. All the fuss around planning the wedding. Picking out suits and dresses and flowers and ten different desserts for the reception. Now, that was most definitely a shebang. And for the record, it was one of the happiest days of my life too. And every day since then has only made me happier.”
A pleased, pink blush swept across Mallory’s pale cheeks. She curled her hand into his, and the massive diamond ring on her finger sparkled like a star. The two elderly dwarves stared into each other’s eyes, completely focused on the love they saw reflected in each other’s soft, adoring gaze.
They were a striking, distinguished couple. With her teased, cloudlike coif of snow-white hair, powder-blue cocktail dress, and perfect posture, Mallory looked as regal as a queen. Mosley’s wavy silver hair was expertly cut and styled, and his navy suit was impeccable, although his hooked, slightly crooked nose made him look more like a retired boxer than the president of First Trust bank and one of the most powerful businessmen in Ashland.
I cleared my throat, interrupting their lovey-dovey staring contest. “So, if you’re not going through the whole shebang again, then what are you doing?”
Mallory pulled her gaze away from Mosley and focused on me again. “We’re simply hosting a second reception, because . . .” Her voice trailed off. “Well, you know what happened at our first wedding reception.”
Everyone in Ashland knew what had happened at Mallory and Mosley’s reception, which had been the grand finale to their Valentine’s Day wedding last month. For the most part, things had gone off without a hitch. The actual wedding ceremony had been a beautiful affair, held in a ballroom at the Five Oaks Country Club and attended by friends and family from both near and far. The following reception had featured scrumptious food, lovely decorations, and upbeat music, and everyone had been talking, laughing, dancing, and having a terrific time.
Until Emery Slater had crashed the party.
The female giant had stormed into the ballroom and taken everyone hostage. Emery and her fellow giants had threatened to start shooting people unless Gin Blanco, the assassin known as the Spider, had agreed to leave with them. And in true Gin-being-Gin fashion, she had sacrificed herself and gone with the giants to protect the innocent guests, who had included her own friends and family.
“I told you that asking Gin to be a bridesmaid was risky,” I said. “Especially since she was hot on the trail of Mason Mitchell at the time.”
Mason Mitchell was a Stone elemental and the longtime leader of the Circle, a secret society that had been behind much of the crime and corruption in Ashland for decades. Mason was also Gin’s uncle and the man who was ultimately responsible for the deaths of her parents years ago.
“We had to ask Gin to be in our wedding,” Mosley replied. “We all love her, and none of us would be sitting here right now if it wasn’t for her.”
True. Gin had saved my life when Renaldo Pike, my abusive father, had tried to kill me when I was a teenager, and she’d protected both me and Mallory from Raymond Pike, my half brother, when he’d come to Ashland to try to murder me several months ago. More recently, Gin had saved Mosley from Alanna Eaton, a cannibalistic vampire who’d wanted to kill the dwarf in order to regain control of the Eaton Estate, her childhood home.
“Besides, it’s not Gin’s fault that Mason Mitchell told Emery Slater and all those other giants to crash our reception,” Mallory chimed in. “And Gin got the best of Mason in the end, just like she always does.”
Yes, she had. A couple of weeks ago, Gin had turned the tables and crashed a fancy gala that Mason had thrown to celebrate the Mitchell Mile, a massive construction project that would have completely destroyed the old-timey charm of downtown Ashland. I’d fought alongside Gin that night, along with several of our mutual friends, as we’d all battled Emery and her giant goons. Eventually, Gin had faced Mason herself, and she’d finally found a way to kill him, despite his extremely powerful Stone magic.
The Spider always bested her enemies, but just thinking about how close we’d all come to dying that night still made me shiver. In an instant, the restaurant vanished, and I was staring up at the Mitchell family mansion, watching Mason use his incredible magic to rip one balcony after another off the house and toss the massive chunks of stone through the air like they were as light as marbles . . .
“More water?” A polite voice interrupted my dark memories.
I forced myself to smile at the waiter hovering beside my elbow. “Yes, please. Thank you.”
The waiter poured some more water for me and topped off Mallory’s and Mosley’s ginger ales. He also took our food orders, then retreated.
The three of us were dining at Underwood’s, the fanciest and most expensive restaurant in the city. Everything about the restaurant was subtle and subdued and whispered of money, from the crisp white linens to the gleaming flatware to the sparkling crystal water goblets. It was just after seven o’clock, so the dinner rush was in full swing. Every table was full, and folks were also crowded along the wooden bar that ran the length of the dining room.
I’d made a reservation and slipped the maître d’ enough cash to get us seated next to the floor-to-ceiling windows that offered an impressive view of downtown Ashland. The Aneirin River glimmered like liquid silver as it curled past the various buildings, while the full moon and twinkling stars gilded the streets in a clean, pearly sheen. In the distance, the bright lights of the Delta Queen riverboat casino gently bobbed up and down on the water, like a cluster of fireflies continuously dancing through the air.
I admired the beautiful vista a moment longer, then turned my attention back to Mallory and Mosley. “So, you’re basically planning a do-over for your wedding reception since the first one got ruined.”
Mallory nodded. “That’s right, pumpkin. And don’t worry. We’ve already got everything booked. All you have to do is show up.”
I shot a disbelieving look at Mosley, who held up his hands in mock surrender.
“Don’t look at me. This was all your grandmother’s idea,” he replied.
I sighed, knowing that I had no choice but to give in. Despite the fact she was more than three hundred years old, and my great-grandmother many times over, Mallory Parker was still a force to be reckoned with. “What do you have in mind?”
She grinned. “Just a small, little party at the Rhododendron Inn. Nothing too big or fancy.”
I snorted. Big and fancy perfectly described the Rhododendron Inn, a luxury resort that catered to Ashland’s wealthiest citizens, along with tourists who could afford to pay the resort’s sky-high prices. Given its location atop a nearby mountain, the inn was especially popular during the fall leaf-peeping season, as well as the winter months when its ski slopes were open. Even though it was nearing the end of March, the weather had turned cold again, and we’d had a significant snow a couple of days ago, with more expected later this week, which meant that skiers, snowboarders, and sledders were still flocking to the resort.
“Tell me what you have planned,” I said.
Mallory grinned again, then launched into detailed descriptions of everything from the flowers to the food to the decor.
“When did you have time to put this together?” I asked. “You’ve been on your honeymoon for the last few weeks.”
Mallory waved her hand, making her diamond ring sparkle again. “Oh, I asked Roslyn to help me with a few things, since she did such a great job stepping in with the wedding at the last minute. Don’t worry, pumpkin. Everything’s done, so you won’t have to lift a finger.”
Roslyn Phillips was the vampire owner of the Northern Aggression nightclub and another one of our friends. She’d finished planning Mallory and Mosley’s wedding after the original coordinator had gotten sick.
“We’re not calling it a reception, though,” Mosley said. “More like a welcome-home party to celebrate the start of our new lives together.”
He smiled at Mallory, who beamed at him again. The two of them were so obviously, completely, truly in love that my own chest tightened with equal parts happiness and sadness. I was thrilled that Mallory had found someone who cared as much about her as she did about him, but I was also a little jealous that I didn’t have someone similar in my own life. Hence the odd, uncomfortable mixture of pleasure and pain zinging through my body. Heart stings, my mother used to call such disparate feelings.
Thinking about my mother, Lily Rose Pike, made another heart sting zing through my chest, and I resisted the urge to rub the throbbing sensation away. My father had been a mean, sadistic bastard who had abused my mother and me for years before he’d finally beaten her to death right in front of me. Renaldo would have murdered me too, if not for Fletcher Lane, the assassin known as the Tin Man.
Fletcher had rescued and then hidden me in a safe house, which was where I’d first met Gin, who had been his apprentice at the time. But my father and brother had quickly found the safe house, and they would have killed me, if not for Gin. Even as a teenager, she’d put herself in danger to protect me. That was one of the many reasons I’d fought alongside her over the past several months while she’d been unraveling the Circle conspiracy.
Remembering how Gin had saved me all those years ago made another thought pop into my mind. “Wait a second. When exactly is this not-big-and-fancy party of yours?”
Mallory winced, as though she’d just been caught with her hand in the proverbial cookie jar. “This coming weekend.”
“This weekend? As in when Gin will still be out of town with Owen, Finn, and Bria?”
Gin was taking a much-needed vacation, along with Owen Grayson, her significant other; Finnegan Lane, her foster brother; and Detective Bria Coolidge, her biological sister. I applauded Gin for scheduling some time off. If anyone could use a break from all the crime and corruption in the city, it was the Spider.
Not only was she an assassin with a list of enemies a mile long, but now that Mason Mitchell was dead, Gin was also the official queen of the Ashland underworld, and thus responsible for settling disputes between the various crime bosses, most of whom were about as mature as two-year-old toddlers throwing temper tantrums.
“Well, the four of them were at the original reception,” Mallory replied in a defensive tone. “I didn’t think they would mind if we had a little party while they were gone.”
I snorted again. “You mean you didn’t want to risk another one of Gin’s enemies crashing this new party and ruining it like Emery Slater did the first one.”
Mallory winced again. “Okay, fine, pumpkin. You caught me. Yes, I decided to hold the party this weekend while Gin is gone. I thought her not being there might lessen the risk of something bad happening.”
It was a fair point. Trouble followed Gin Blanco around like a wolf stalking a deer through the forest.
The waiter returned with our food. Filet mignon with a balsamic fig reduction and garlic mashed potatoes for Mallory, fried chicken with buttermilk biscuits and black-pepper gravy for Mosley, and a chopped salad with a side of pimento-cheese toast for me.
Underwood’s might charge an exorbitant amount, but the food was definitely worth it. My salad had the perfect mix of crispy romaine hearts, ripe cherry tomatoes, crunchy matchstick carrots, and cool cucumbers, along with warm lime-zest grilled chicken, gorgonzola cheese crumbles, and a honey-mustard vinaigrette that was delicious enough to drink all by itself. The thick slices of Texas-style toast were golden brown, and each one was slathered with a generous layer of rich, creamy pimento cheese with a spicy jalapeño kick.
Thirty minutes later, I popped the last bite of cheese toast into my mouth, sat back, and sighed with happiness. “Don’t tell Gin, but this meal is just as good as her barbecue. Maybe even better.”
Mosley chuckled. “Only if you don’t tell her that Underwood’s biscuits are just as light and fluffy as hers always are.”
I grinned back at him. “Deal.”
Even though we were all stuffed, we still ordered dessert. Mallory and Mosley split a piece of chocolate cheesecake drizzled with a warm cherry sauce, while I inhaled a vanilla-bean pudding topped with a mixed-berry compote and dusted with crumbled shortbread cookies.
I was relaxing and enjoying my post-dessert sugar rush when Mallory perked up in her seat.
“Well, well, well,” she purred. “Look what the cat dragged in.”
My gaze flicked from one face to another. Businesspeople, society folks, a few crime bosses. I recognized many of the other diners, but I didn’t see anyone who would make Mallory sit up and take notice like that—
Hugh Tucker strolled over to the bar.
My entire body tensed, and another one of those damned heart stings shot through my chest like an arrow pinning me to my chair. Why, out of all the men in Ashland, did I have to be attracted to him?
On the surface, there was quite a lot to be attracted to. Hugh Tucker was around six feet tall, and his tailored dark gray suit perfectly outlined his impressive shoulders, along with the rest of his lean, muscled body. Tucker was in his fifties, but his tan skin had the smooth, ageless look that was common among vampires, and his black hair, which had just a bit of a wave to it, gleamed under the restaurant’s soft, muted lights. He had high, sharp cheekbones, along with a straight nose, and a neat black goatee adorned his chin, drawing attention to his strong jaw. But even more attractive than his physical appearance was this . . . buzz around him, as though the air was filled with invisible admirers constantly whispering about how dangerous and intriguing he was.
A couple of women at the bar must have also heard those same buzzing whispers, because they swiveled around on their stools, like bats sensing possible prey with their echolocation. Tucker seemed oblivious to the women’s admiring looks, and the vampire’s white fangs flashed in his mouth as he smiled at the bartender, who handed him a glass of lemonade.
Tucker took a sip of his lemonade, then planted one elbow on the bar and looked in my direction. His black gaze trailed down my body, and I resisted the urge to fidget in my chair. I was wearing a dark blue pantsuit, along with black kitten heels, and my black hair was pulled back into its usual French braid, but his intense stare made me feel as though I was sporting something special, rather than just boring business attire. His gaze lingered on the ring on my right hand, a diamond rose wrapped in matching thorns. The rune was a tribute to my mother, as well as a symbol for how dangerous beauty could be. And me too.
My left fingers curled into the white napkin in my lap, but I stared right back at Tucker, letting my gaze slide over his shoulders and then down his chest. Heat flooded my cheeks, and I thought about how his body had felt against mine that night at the Mitchell mansion, when he’d shoved me out of the way of some falling rubble. How deliciously warm, firm, and solid he had been—and how kind, gentle, and considerate too, even with all the chaos happening at the time.
Hugh Tucker had always been a perfect gentleman with me, calm, polite, and controlled, even during the weeks he’d spent cooped up in a metal container in my shipping yard along the Aneirin River. Mason had severely injured the vampire during a battle in the Circle family cemetery, and Gin had asked me to watch over Tucker while he healed, a job that had been equal parts frustrating and fascinating.
Sometimes, when we’d been alone together, I had wondered what Tucker would be like when he wasn’t a perfect gentleman. Part of me still wanted to find out, despite how foolish it would be. Mason Mitchell might be dead, but Tucker had been his right-hand man in the Circle for years, and the vampire was still one of the most duplicitous and dangerous people in Ashland.
Tucker abandoned his lemonade, pushed away from the bar, and strolled over to our table. My fingers curled even deeper into the napkin still in my lap, but I kept my features blank. I could also be calm and controlled when need be.
Tucker tipped his head to my grandmother first, then to Mosley. “Mallory, Stuart, you’re both looking well. Married life seems to be agreeing with you both quite nicely.”
“Something like that,” Mosley snapped, crossing his arms over his chest and glaring at the other man.
The dwarf didn’t much care for Tucker, since the vampire had been part of a Circle scheme orchestrated by Deirdre Shaw to try to rob First Trust bank several months ago.
Mallory ignored Mosley’s glower and grinned at the vampire. “Why don’t you join us? We’re all friends now, thanks to Gin.”
Tucker’s left eye twitched, but that was his only reaction to the mention of Gin. He had a better poker face than just about anyone I’d ever met, which was one of the things I found so fascinating about him. I knew what it was like to always keep your feelings bottled up, lest someone decide to take them out on you, the way my father had on my mother. The faintest slip of a smile, the tiniest hint of a disapproving tone, and the smallest, most polite suggestion were all it had taken for my father to fly into a rage and beat my mother—and me too.
So as strange as it seemed, in some ways, I found Hugh Tucker to be a kindred spirit. I’d suffered at my father’s and brother’s hands, just as he had suffered at Mason’s hands for years.
“Thank you for the kind invitation, but I’m meeting someone for dinner.” Tucker’s gaze flicked back to mine. “A potential new business associate.”
He kept staring at me, as though waiting for me to ask some question, although I couldn’t imagine what it might be—
“Hugh! There you are!” A voice boomed through the restaurant.
Another man strolled over to our table. He was about ten years older than me, in his early forties, and quite handsome, with blond hair, brown eyes, ruddy skin, and a very square jaw. He was also a large man, several inches over six feet, and his navy suit jacket and matching shirt strained to contain his impressive physique. Both his height and his bulging muscles hinted at the mix of giant and dwarven blood running through his veins.
Tucker shook hands with the other man. “Mr. O’Neal, so nice to see you again.”
The man clapped his hand on Tucker’s shoulder. The sharp, jarring motion probably would have made most people rock back, but Tucker didn’t move an inch. “I’ve told you before, Hugh, call me Clyde.” He turned his attention to our table. “Who are your friends?”
Clyde O’Neal’s gaze met mine, and the jovial smile plummeted from his face faster than a skydiver jumping out of an airplane. “Lorelei.”
“Clyde.”
My voice and expression were just as calm and smooth as his, but I reached for my elemental magic, for the combination of Ice and metal power flowing through my body. I might not be as strong in my magic as Gin Blanco was in her Ice and Stone power, but I could still do plenty of damage with it.
Clyde O’Neal was one of Ashland’s meanest, nastiest, and most ruthless underworld bosses. He was a smuggler like me, and we’d had several run-ins over the years, mostly due to us both trying to procure the same hard-to-get items. A few weeks ago, Clyde had been royally pissed when I had outbid him at an auction for a rare Karma Girl comic book that one of my wealthy clients wanted to give her granddaughter as a birthday present. After I had made arrangements to deliver the comic book to my client, I’d left the auction to find that someone—Clyde—had smashed the windows on my car. Petty, annoying jackass.
But I’d gotten my revenge, the way I always did. A few days later, I’d slashed the tires on Clyde’s SUV while it was parked outside his girlfriend’s house—and then I sent an anonymous text to his other girlfriend to come pick him up. The two women hadn’t realized what a cheating scumbag Clyde was, and I’d greatly enjoyed watching them both scream at him from my own car down the street.
Those sorts of minor skirmishes were par for the course between Clyde and me, although he had become a true thorn in my side ever since I had taken control of Dimitri Barkov’s shipping yard. Clyde and Dimitri used to work together, bringing guns, drugs, and other illegal things into Ashland—until Gin had killed Dimitri several months ago.
A week after I moved my business into the shipping yard, Clyde had come calling, trying to get me to sell it to him. I had refused, and he had been pestering me about it ever since. Lately, his attempts had morphed from bush-league nuisances like smashed windows into more serious and pointed threats about the sorts of tragic, fatal accidents that I could have while on the job.
I didn’t know why the crime boss was so interested in my shipping yard, especially since he already owned a much larger one a couple of miles downriver, but he was never getting his hands on my property. Not as long as I was still breathing. Then again, Clyde wasn’t averse to murdering me any more than I was to killing him, should the opportunity present itself.
Or perhaps I should make the opportunity present itself. Gin Blanco wasn’t the only person in Ashland capable of assassinating someone, and Clyde O’Neal had already caused me plenty of problems. Perhaps it was time to put an end to him once and for all.
“Have you thought about my latest offer? If it’s not to your liking, I’m prepared to increase it. I just want you to be happy, Lorelei,” Clyde said, his deep voice as smooth and sickly sweet as syrup dripping all over a pancake.
I tossed my napkin onto the table, pushed my chair back, and got to my feet. Given his six-foot-plus height, I was several inches shorter than Clyde, but I tipped my chin up and gave him my iciest stare. “As I’ve told you before, my property is not for sale—not for any price.”
Anger shimmered in Clyde’s brown eyes, and he stepped forward, trying to intimidate me with his much larger size and obvious strength. His red-hot glare and ominous looming might have frightened someone else but not me. 
My childhood had been one horror show after another, with both my father and my brother constantly finding new ways to torture me and my mother for the slightest imagined offense. And nothing—nothing—the crime boss could do to me could ever compare to the agony of watching my mother die and not being able to save her. But guys like Clyde O’Neal always thought they were tougher, stronger, smarter, and scarier than they truly were. Arrogant idiot.
“You should sell to me—before something unfortunate happens,” Clyde said, his voice still syrupy sweet. “Shipping yards can be such dangerous places. Equipment can malfunction, containers can be stolen, fires can break out. Why, you just never know what bad thing might happen.”
These threats echoed similar ones that he’d tossed at me over the past few weeks, and I gave him a cold, thin smile in return. “If something unfortunate does happen, I’ll be sure to let you know. Especially since all those nasty malfunctions, thefts, and fires could just as easily happen at your shipping yard.”
More anger shimmered in Clyde’s eyes. He opened his mouth, probably to spew another thinly veiled threat, but a waiter came over and cleared his throat.
“Mr. O’Neal? Your table is ready. If you will follow me, please?”
Clyde glared at me a moment longer, then jerked his head. “Come on, Hugh. Let’s eat. I have a business proposition that I’m just dying to discuss with you.”
My gaze snapped over to Tucker, but once again, his face revealed nothing. He could have been part of the brick wall for all the emotion he showed.
“Of course. I appreciate your invitation,” he replied, although he never took his eyes off mine. “Ms. Parker, so lovely to see you again.”
“Always a pleasure, Mr. Tucker,” I drawled.
Ms. Parker and Mr. Tucker were part of this weird routine we had fallen into over the past several weeks. Despite all the time we had spent together while he was recuperating in Gin’s shipping container, Tucker had never once called me by my first name. I had never called the vampire by his either, not wanting to be the first one to give in to . . . whatever was brewing between us.
Tucker stared at me a heartbeat longer, then tipped his head to Mallory and Mosley again. He spun around on his shiny black wing tips and followed Clyde over to another table along the wall. I sank back into my chair, although I was still painfully aware of Tucker sitting just a few feet away.
“Mmm-mmm-mmm! That is one fine-looking man,” Mallory said, an appreciative purr in her twangy voice. “Then again, I’ve always had a thing for tall, dark, handsome, and brooding.”
I huffed. “Oh, really? Funny how I’ve never heard you say any of that before.”
Mallory gave me a coy look and patted her snow-white hair. “I might be old, pumpkin, but I’m not dead.”
Mosley pointedly cleared his throat.
“Although no one can hold a candle to my Stuey.” She beamed at the other dwarf, and Mosley leaned over and kissed her cheek.
Mallory giggled, then whispered something in Mosley’s ear that made a wide grin spread across his face. Once again, I took another drink of water to hide my grimace. I was happy for my grandmother—truly, I was—but I could have done without the public displays of affection. But I supposed that newlyweds were newlyweds, no matter their age.
While Mallory and Mosley whispered sweet somethings into each other’s ears, my gaze drifted back over to Clyde O’Neal and Hugh Tucker. The crime boss was watching a waiter open a bottle of champagne, while the vampire was studying a menu—
POP!
The sound of the cork squirting out of the bottle was as loud as a gunshot. I flinched, although Mallory and Mosley were still too engrossed in each other to notice.
The waiter poured the champagne, and Clyde picked up his drink.
“To our new partnership.” His voice boomed through the restaurant again, as did the sharp, crystalline ting of his glass clinking against Tucker’s.
Over the past few weeks, scores of underworld bosses had been seen wining and dining Tucker, both here at Underwood’s and at Northern Aggression and other restaurants, clubs, and bars. Everyone in Ashland wanted the vampire to join their organization so they could use his knowledge of the Circle to bolster their own criminal empires. Clyde O’Neal seemed to be the latest contestant in the Hugh Tucker sweepstakes, which worried me more than I cared to admit.
Because with Tucker by his side, the crime boss might finally figure out a way to get his hands on my shipping yard—and kill me in the process.




Chapter Two


Mallory and Mosley finally finished their whispered conversation. This dinner was my welcome-home present to them, so I paid the bill, and we left the restaurant. Mallory and I stood on the sidewalk while Mosley retrieved his car from the valet. 
“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Mallory asked. “You know how I worry about you in that big old house all by yourself now.”
My stomach twisted at the reminder. A few weeks before the wedding, Mallory had started moving her things into Mosley’s house, which was only a few miles away from the Northtown mansion I had shared with my grandmother for the last several years. I had no problem living alone, but I hadn’t realized exactly how . . . empty the mansion would feel without her. It was like a priceless painting was missing from its longtime place of honor on the wall, and I noticed its absence every time I walked by that special spot.
Despite how much I missed my grandmother, I wasn’t about to interrupt her wonderful new life, so I smiled at her. “I’ll be fine. As much as I love you, I’ve enjoyed having the house to myself. Playing my music as loud as I want, sleeping until noon, leaving crumbs and dirty dishes all over the kitchen for days at a time. Why, it’s like I’m a teenager again.”
Mallory chuckled at my joking words, although her face quickly turned serious again. “Well, if you’re sure . . .”
“I’m sure,” I replied in a firm tone. “I’m going to drive home, make some hot chocolate, and curl up with a book in front of the library fireplace.”
She gave me a speculative look. “You could always ask a friend to join you, like Hugh Tucker.”
“Your attempts to play matchmaker are duly noted,” I drawled.
Mallory shrugged. “You can’t blame me for trying. He is one fine-looking man.”
“He also happens to be one extremely dangerous man,” I pointed out. “Or have you forgotten all the horrible things he did for Mason Mitchell? Like having Emery Slater kidnap me, Gin, and Bria from the Posh boutique parking lot when we were trying on dresses for your wedding. Tucker might not have been at the boutique, but he helped plan the attack, and he was there when Emery handed us over to Mason.”
Anger pinched Mallory’s face. “Oh, I haven’t forgotten about you being kidnapped and threatened. One day, I’ll give Hugh Tucker a piece of my mind about all the danger he put you, Gin, Bria, and everyone else in while he was working for Mason Mitchell.”
“But?”
“But you told me how he saved you that night at the Mitchell mansion. How he pushed you out of the way of the falling rubble that would have flattened you like a pancake.” She paused. “Besides, I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”
“And how is that?”
Mallory’s blue eyes twinkled with mischief. “The same way I look at my Stuey, like I just can’t wait to get him alone.”
I pantomimed clapping my hands over my ears. “If there is one thing I know for sure, it’s that I absolutely do not need to hear about my grandmother’s sex life.”
“Then forget about my sex life, and go have one of your own,” Mallory countered, nudging me with her elbow.
I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t keep a smile from creeping across my face.
Mosley pulled his car up to the curb. I leaned down and hugged Mallory, who hugged me back hard enough to crack my spine. Despite the fact that she was more than three hundred years old, she was still incredibly strong.
“Be careful. It’s a wicked ole world out there. I’ll call you in the morning,” Mallory said. “Love you, pumpkin.”
“I love you too.”
Mallory hugged me again, then got into Mosley’s car, and the two of them zoomed away. I retrieved my own car from the valet and left the restaurant.
Instead of driving home, I steered in the opposite direction, moving away from the downtown area and crossing over into Southtown, the less affluent part of Ashland that was home to all sorts of deadly, desperate, and down-on-their-luck folks. I followed the curve of the Aneirin River, then made the appropriate turn to go to my shipping yard.
My headlights illuminated a sturdy white wooden shack sitting next to a twelve-foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire, motion lights, and security cameras. Inside the shack, a fifty-something giant with cropped black hair, dark brown eyes, and bronze skin got to his feet, his seven-foot frame taking up most of the space inside the structure. The giant was wearing a thick blue coat over a matching security-guard uniform, and his hand dropped to the gun holstered to his black leather belt.
I pulled up to the shack, stopped my car, and rolled down my window, letting Dario Valdez, one of my watchmen, get a clear look at me.
“Hey, Dario,” I called out.
He nodded. “Lorelei. Everything’s quiet. You working late again?”
“Something like that,” I replied, instead of admitting I didn’t want to go home to an empty house just yet.
I pointed to a small TV sitting inside the shack next to a bank of monitors that showed the feeds from the various security cameras. A basketball game filled the tiny screen. “How’s your team doing tonight?”
A rueful grin spread across the giant’s face. “Losing like usual. Ain’t that the way it always goes?”
I joined in with his laughter. Dario hit a button, and the metal gate buzzed open and slid back. I waved at him, then drove through to the other side and parked in my usual spot outside the main warehouse in the center of the shipping yard.
Lights burned at the corners of the warehouse, illuminating its plain façade, as well as the rows of cranes, forklifts, and other heavy-duty equipment that surrounded the building like metal soldiers just waiting to be called into action. Everything was quiet, and I didn’t see anyone lurking in the shadows farther out in the shipping yard, but for some reason, I still felt uneasy.
A shiver zipped down my spine, and I hurried over to the door and entered the access code on the keypad. The second the door buzzed open, I slipped through to the other side, making sure that the door shut and locked behind me. Clyde O’Neal might be my main problem right now, but Ashland’s many, many criminals were always looking for stuff to steal, and I wasn’t about to make it easy for anyone to try to rob me.
The warehouse was an enormous, open space with a metal roof high overhead, thick cinder-block walls, and a gray concrete floor streaked with black scuff marks from all the machinery that constantly rumbled across it. More forklifts lined the front wall, while pallets covered with wooden crates, cardboard boxes, and plastic-wrapped goods stretched out from left to right, as well as marching toward the opposite end of the warehouse. Wide lanes separated the various rows of pallets, while large white placards with bold black numbers hung from the ceiling, marking the different rows and sections of the building.
It was after eight o’clock now, so the warehouse was deserted for the day, and the only sound was my heels clicking against the floor as I strode down the main center aisle.
I used to be a smuggler, just like Mallory had been before me. Way back in the day, my grandmother had made her fortune running bootleg liquor and other illegal things throughout the Appalachian Mountains, from Ashland over to Cypress Mountain, then up to Cloudburst Falls, and all the way back down again. But a whole lot more things were legal now than they had been back then, so I wasn’t really a smuggler anymore, just a businesswoman who rented her shipping yard and equipment to companies that needed to move goods from point A to point B and all the places in between.
What I truly excelled at was finding and procuring items for wealthy, demanding clients. Rare wines, first-edition books, classic works of art, expensive sports cars, even more expensive jewelry. If it was valuable or collectible in any way, then there was a market for it, and I could discreetly obtain the special thing your heart desired most—for the right price, of course.
These days, I didn’t move drugs or have anything to do with those who did, which was one of the reasons I was having so many problems with Clyde O’Neal. The crime boss cooked and transported meth, opioids, and all sorts of other nasty things up and down the Aneirin River, and he probably wanted my shipping yard so he could increase his distribution pipeline. I had no interest in helping Clyde expand his evil empire, so he could either give up or get dead. The only question was how many more headaches he was going to cause me in the meantime. My guess? Plenty.
By this point, I was near the center of the warehouse. In addition to the numbered placards overhead, clipboards and tablets hung on metal racks at the ends of many of the aisles, and I stopped and checked several of the boards and electronic devices, pulling up manifests and making sure that all the crates, boxes, and goods were in their proper places.
Most of my employees had worked for me for years, like Dario, but random checks helped keep folks honest. Given the right circumstances, even the most decent person could be tempted to slip a box of designer handbags into the trunk of their car to resell on the sly. But mostly, I was concerned about the not-so-decent people I so often had to deal with.
A few weeks ago, Clyde had bribed a couple of my newer employees to swipe a crate that contained several rare bottles of wine that I’d spent months collecting for a client. The workers had loaded the crate on a forklift and thought no one would notice them trying to leave the shipping yard with it. Dario and I had caught them at the main gate, but the idiots had panicked and accidentally crashed the forklift into one of the shipping containers, destroying the crate and the hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of wine inside. Which was yet another reason for me to eliminate Clyde O’Neal before he cost me any more time or money.
But according to my persual, everything was where it should be, so I moved past the pallets, goods, and racks and headed to the very back of the warehouse.
Dimitri Barkov, the previous owner, had only the most spartan and utilitarian of offices, but I preferred to be comfortable while working, so I’d cordoned off a large space and turned it into a suite of rooms, including a bedroom with an attached bathroom.
I entered the code on another keypad, yanked the door open, and moved into the space beyond. A wooden desk featuring a monitor and a landline phone squatted on one side of the room, while several chairs lined the other side. During the day, Karlotta Valdez, Dario’s wife and my personal assistant, would be sitting at the desk, taking calls and shepherding people in and out of my office. Karlotta was fond of orchids, and several of the delicate, colorful flowers perched in pots on her desk, as well as on the shelves that lined one of the walls.
I strode through that area, opened another door, and headed into my office. Actually, it was still Dimitri Barkov’s office, since the space hadn’t been remodeled yet. A metal desk, a couple of chairs, some battered filing cabinets. I was thoroughly sick of looking at the dead crime boss’s ugly, outdated furniture, but I only had to endure it for a few more days. Next week, Vaughn Construction, my renovation crew, would start working their magic on the office, as well as the waiting room outside—
Smack!
My knee clipped the edge of one of the filing cabinets. Pain shot up my leg even as a curse spewed out of my mouth. I hopped around, trying to walk off the injury, and glared over at the offending piece of furniture. For some reason, that filing cabinet jutted out from the wall a few inches farther than all the others, and I’d banged my knee into it more than once. Yet another reason I couldn’t wait to start remodeling, get some new furniture, and finally turn the office into my own space.
I hobbled over to the desk, dropped down into the chair, and massaged the sting out of my knee. A mountain of manila folders was stacked in a neat pile in the center of my desk, along with a pink sticky note from Karlotta: Next round of interviews scheduled!
I groaned at the reminder of yet another thing on my never-ending to-do list.
Jack Corbin had been my right-hand man for several years, until he’d taken a bribe and set me up to be murdered by Raymond. I’d killed Corbin for betraying me, but I hadn’t hired anyone to take his place in my organization yet. Hard to bring someone new into the fold when the last guy had stuck the proverbial knife in your back. Then again, I’d always had a difficult time trusting folks, thanks to my issues with my father and my brother.
I didn’t have the patience to review the résumés tonight, so I shoved the folders off to the side and cracked open my laptop. I didn’t consider myself to be a night owl, but I almost always got more accomplished in the evening, rather than during the day when people, phone calls, and emails constantly interrupted me. So I dove into the actual paperwork littering my desk, as well as the electronic files on my laptop.
Maybe it was weird, but I actually enjoyed bidding on auction items, tracking shipments, and all the other dozens of little details that made up my business. Clicking through online catalogs and dealing with calm, quiet numbers was a nice respite after a day of listening to outrageous demands by my clients, many of whom had far more money than common sense.
Like the woman in Snowline Ridge, Colorado, who wanted me to buy and then ship her some exotic animal that she’d seen in a tourist attraction in Cloudburst Falls, West Virginia. Or the man in Bigtime, New York, who wanted a rare mythology book from a private academy in Cypress Mountain, North Carolina, even though the academy’s library wasn’t open to the public and didn’t lend or sell its books to anyone. Or the folks at the mysterious Section 47 Corporation in Washington, D.C., who wanted a dozen of the biggest, strongest silverstone safes that money could buy. And those weren’t even the craziest things people had asked me for this week.
Sometimes I thought I should become an assassin like Gin Blanco. Because killing people like the Spider did would be a whole lot easier and much less stressful than trying to make them happy.
My thoughts drifted back to my father. Like many of my clients, Renaldo Pike had had more money, houses, and cars than he knew what to do with, but he’d still never been happy—unless he was hitting my mother and me.
I’d never understood what had driven my father to abuse us. Renaldo didn’t drink or do drugs, and his own childhood growing up in a wealthy family had seemed normal enough. Renaldo had certainly never wanted for food or shelter or money or anything else that might make someone do such hurtful, hateful things to the people he supposedly loved. No matter how many times I thought about it, I always came to the same conclusion: my father had just been a mean, sadistic bastard who liked to hit people. Maybe it had made him feel powerful or strong or something like that. I didn’t know, and most of the time, I didn’t care. Not anymore.
Not since Gin had killed him.
I still remembered the exact moment when Gin had shoved Renaldo and he’d fallen backward onto the old-fashioned mace that was his favorite weapon. The wet, heavy thwack of the spikes punching into his back. The scream and the blood that had spewed out of his mouth. The shock and disbelief on his face. The dark, malicious satisfaction that had filled my heart when I realized that he was dead, that he could never hurt me ever again—and the deep, aching bitterness of knowing that my mother was still gone, that he’d already taken her away from me, and that nothing could ever bring her back.
I’d felt the same mix of emotions when I’d killed Raymond, my half brother.
Raymond had come to Ashland to murder me with his powerful metal magic, but Gin had helped me get the better of him. Together, along with some of our other friends, Gin and I had lured Raymond to the Ashland Botanical Gardens, where there wasn’t very much metal he could use against us. But my brother had escaped our trap and almost killed Gin before I’d shot him with an elemental Ice gun.
The thing I remembered most from that night was the overwhelming sense of relief that it was finished. That Raymond was as dead as Renaldo was and that he could never come after me, Mallory, or anyone else I cared about ever again. For the first time in my life, I had finally been free of both my father and my brother, if not all the awful things they’d done to me and my mother. Then again, just about everyone in Ashland had something in their past that haunted them. My memories were just making me a little more melancholy than usual tonight—
A bright sparkle of diamonds caught my eye, and I realized that I was twisting my rose-and-thorn ring back and forth on my finger, something I often did whenever my mind wandered back into the past. I let out a tense breath and forced myself to release the ring. My gaze skipped over to some framed photos perched on the corner of the desk, a recent picture of Mallory and me grinning during her and Mosley’s wedding and an older image of me and my mother sitting on a park bench.
In the picture, Lily Rose was smiling wide, but her blue eyes were dim, her face was pale, and her shoulders were stiff with tension, as if she knew that the peaceful moment captured in the photo was nothing more than a brief respite from my father’s temper. Lily Rose had tried to leave Renaldo, multiple times, but he always found us and dragged us back.
I traced my fingers over the curve of her cheek, the glass cold and slick against my skin. “I wish you were still here with me,” I whispered.
All the light in my mother’s eyes seemed to vanish, and her smile faded, almost as if she could hear me from wherever she was in the afterlife and was just as sorry as I was that we weren’t together anymore. Another bittersweet heart sting zinged through my chest. I tried to massage it away, just like I had the pain in my knee, but it didn’t work.
It never did.
Still, I didn’t want to sit here, stare at my mother’s face, and lament what I had lost. I had already done that more times than I cared to remember, so I closed my laptop, shot to my feet, and stalked toward the door—
Smack!
Once again, I slammed into that stupid filing cabinet, and more pain shot through my leg. In an instant, my left knee was throbbing as badly as my right one had earlier. I cursed and hobbled forward, but for once, I didn’t mind the pain.
It helped distract from the aching hollowness in my heart.




Chapter Three


My knee kept throbbing, but I left my office, locked all the doors behind me, and stepped out into the chilly night air. 
Instead of heading back to my car, I plunged deeper into the shipping yard, striding past the forklifts and other equipment and moving along the rows of containers that were stacked up like oversize building blocks two and three stories above my head. During the day, the metal containers would show their true colors of rusty red, burnt orange, and mustard yellow, although tonight the moonlight painted them all a dull, gloomy gray.
Numbered placards topped metal stakes that were driven into the ground at the end of each row of containers. I pulled up the list of the latest arrivals on my phone and stalked down a few of the aisles, making sure everything was where it was supposed to be. But just like inside the warehouse, all the containers were in their proper places.
I could have gone back to my car, but I was still feeling restless, so I kept walking until I reached the back of the shipping yard, where a lone container stood underneath a towering maple tree. This container was dented in several places, as though it had been dropped on its sides one too many times and was no longer in service, but it had gotten plenty of use lately.
The container was unlocked, so I swung the door open, stepped inside, and turned on the string of bare bulbs hanging on one of the walls. A table and some chairs, a cot with a pile of folded blankets, a TV, a radio, an old milk crate full of books. Everything looked the same as the last time I’d been in here, but an aura of stillness permeated the space, something that saddened me more than I’d thought possible.
Because Hugh Tucker was gone.
Given how loudly Tucker had complained while he’d been recuperating in here, he probably never wanted to see this place again, and rightly so. Even I’d gotten sick of the shipping container, and I hadn’t spent nearly as much time in here as he had.
But as my gaze drifted over to the cot, memories of Tucker filled my mind. How thin and deathly pale he’d looked in the beginning. How his shoulders had slumped with exhaustion after the smallest movement. How he’d struggled to do every little thing for himself instead of asking me for help. How his black gaze had found mine time and time again. How the heat shimmering in his eyes had made all sorts of emotions crackle like live wires deep inside my own body.
I had spent hours in here, ostensibly keeping an eye on Tucker in case he needed anything—or tried to escape. The vampire’s body might have been weak, but his mind and especially his tongue had been as sharp as ever. Sometimes we would snark at each other, playing our weird little flirting game. Other times I would type away on my laptop, working on invoices and the like, while he would sit on the cot and read one of the books I’d brought from my personal library to help him pass the time while he healed.
Often, when he came to a particularly good passage, Tucker would read it aloud, although I’d never known if he was reading to himself, or to me, or to both of us. Either way, he had one of the sexiest voices I’d ever heard, with just a hint of a Southern drawl softening his crisp, polished tone, and he took the time to make all the characters and situations come to life. His low, silky voice had echoed through the container, becoming more and more appealing with each line he read, and more than once I’d stopped typing, completely absorbed in the hypnotic cadence of his words . . .
I shook myself out of my unwanted thoughts. That version of Hugh Tucker was long gone, if it had ever even truly existed, and he was never coming back here—unless he tried to kill me, something that was a distinct possibility.
You didn’t hire someone like Tucker to do your accounting. No, the vampire was sly, clever, strong, and ruthless, and he would no doubt excel in any role he chose to take in the Ashland underworld moving forward. I had no idea why he was meeting with someone as petty, cruel, and obnoxious as Clyde O’Neal, though. Tucker should be starting his own crew, not playing second fiddle to someone else like he had to Mason Mitchell and the other Circle members for so long.
I huffed. Instead of procuring mint-condition comic books and other expensive items, maybe I should hire myself out as a life coach. “Life Lessons with Lorelei” or some such nonsense. It was always easier to tell someone else what to do, rather than doing such things yourself.
Life lessons aside, this container was just a metal box now. Tucker was the one who had given it life, warmth, and interest, and without him, there was nothing noteworthy about it at all—except for the fact that I was standing in here mooning about the mercurial man who used to occupy it.
I sighed, although the cold metal walls quickly soaked up the soft, lonely sound. Oh, yes. The container was simply another empty space, just like Mallory’s bedroom at our mansion.
Mallory and Mosley. Gin. Even Tucker. Everyone else was moving on with their lives, having all these fresh starts, but I was still the same old Lorelei Parker, as deeply entrenched in my routines as this container was stuck in the mud.
Anger erupted in my chest, burning through the weary resignation and icy numbness that had gripped me. I might be stuck in place, but I didn’t have to be stuck in this place. Not anymore. And I most definitely didn’t have to keep mooning over Hugh Tucker.
Disgusted with myself for thinking about him yet again, I slapped off the lights, slammed the door shut behind me, and stalked away from the shipping container.
[image: image-placeholder]I said good night to Dario, drove home, and finally did what I’d told Mallory I was going to do all along: take a long, relaxing bath, make some hot chocolate, and curl up with a book in front of the library fireplace. 
Tonight’s read was a noir private detective story that Bria Coolidge had chosen for the book club I was in with her, Gin, Roslyn Phillips, and some of our other friends. Bria was a police detective herself, and she always picked the sort of book where femmes fatales did bad, bad things, everyone had an ulterior motive, and you could almost see the dense fog cloaking the landscape and hear the moody soundtrack wailing in the background. As if we all didn’t already get enough of those things in Ashland on a daily basis. Still, the story was entertaining enough, although I had guessed who the killer was and most of what was going to happen about one hundred pages in.
An hour later, I finished the book and went to bed. Despite the hot chocolate and plethora of marshmallows I’d consumed, my sugar rush quickly faded away, and I drifted off to sleep, thinking how much better the detective story would have been if Hugh Tucker had been reading it to me . . .
Crack!
The sharp, loud, unexpected noise made me sit bolt upright in bed. My gaze darted around my room, and my heart leaped up into my throat. What was that?
I listened, but no other sounds disturbed the dark quiet. Still, something had woken me, and I wasn’t going to be able to sleep until I figured out what it was. So I got out of bed, grabbed my phone, threw on a thick plush robe, and shoved my feet into some fleece-lined boots. Then I went over to the small freezer in the corner of my bedroom, opened it, and drew out a gun made entirely of elemental Ice.
Gin Blanco was one of the most powerful elementals in Ashland, able to shower people with clouds of Ice daggers or blast bricks out of a wall with her Stone magic and pelt people with the resulting shrapnel. Just like Gin, I was also gifted in two areas, but my Ice and metal magic were both much weaker than her raw power, so I needed to be far more creative if I wanted to hurt someone with my magic. Hence the Ice gun.
My mother had been an Ice elemental, and when I was a kid, Lily Rose had shown me how to make all kinds of things with my power, from bouquets of Ice flowers to brighten my room to intricate crowns to top my dolls’ heads to glittering ornaments to hang on our Christmas tree. Using my magic in such a precise way had helped give me a sense of control I had desperately needed back then, especially since my father and my brother and their tempers had been so out of control.
As an adult, I’d further honed and refined my skills, making Ice guns, knives, and other weapons, which I stored in various freezers throughout my mansion, as well as in my warehouse. The chill of the gun barrel soaking into my palm immediately made me feel better, calmer, stronger—and ready to deal with whoever might be creeping around my house in the middle of the night.
With my Ice gun in hand, I left my bedroom and tiptoed down the hallway, careful to avoid the creaky floorboards in the middle of the corridor. I glanced out the windows, but the security lights burning at the corners of the mansion didn’t reveal anyone outside, so I kept going and eased down the stairs to the ground floor. Gin Blanco wasn’t the only one with enemies, and plenty of folks would love to see me dead for deals gone wrong over the years.
I reached the first floor and continued my circuit through the mansion, stopping to peer out all the windows. I still didn’t see anything suspicious, so I reached out with my magic—my metal magic.
Most people didn’t realize it, but metal was all around us, and most folks had a piece or two of it on them at all times. Why, you could hardly find a pair of jeans without a metal zipper or a pair of boots without metal eyelets to hold the laces in place. Not to mention the iron and other metals flowing through a person’s blood.
I could sense, reach out, and manipulate all that metal, just like my father and my brother could, although I’d never been as strong in my power as they had been in theirs. But you didn’t have to be strong to kill someone with magic—just skillful—and I was definitely that, thanks to my mother’s lessons and my own adult experiments.
I didn’t sense any metal in the mansion that shouldn’t be here, which meant that if someone was lurking around, then they were outside. So I plodded downstairs to the basement and stepped into a concrete tunnel. This space used to be an old root cellar, although several years ago, I’d had it expanded, lengthened, and transformed into a tunnel that ended in a set of stairs about two hundred feet away from the back of the mansion. I crept up the stairs and reached out with my magic again, but I still didn’t sense any unusual metal nearby, so I opened the locked trapdoor and slipped outside.
Nothing but night greeted me, and I softly shut the trapdoor and headed into the woods that ringed the mansion. Thick drifts of snow still dotted the ground from the recent storm, crusting the trees and branches in a beautiful crystalline sheen. I stepped forward, grimacing as my boots crunch-crunched through a patch of ice. If anyone was out here, they had probably heard that, but I tightened my grip on my gun and moved forward.
I moved from one tree to another, doing a wide circle around the mansion. The night remained cold and quiet, and no birds or animals flew or scurried around to disturb the peace, but I still felt like someone was watching me. So I kept going, determined to find them before they did something horrible to me.
I had just reached the edge of the backyard patio when I spotted a telltale stain that didn’t match the rest of the pristine landscape.
The stain was dark and ugly, like old, dirty oil from a junker car that had leaked all over the clean white snow. I frowned. What was that? And what could have possibly made it?
I still didn’t see or hear anything else out of the ordinary, so I crept onto the patio and crouched down behind some chairs. Everything remained as quiet as before, so I eased around the chairs, leaned forward, and dipped my hand into the dark spot. A familiar, warmish wetness coated my fingers, and I lifted them up into the beam of a nearby security light.
Blood glistened a sinister red on my skin.
I froze and glanced around again. Everything remained as calm and quiet as before, so I studied the stain again. It was only a small pool, and I couldn’t tell if the blood had been left behind by a wounded animal—or a person.
In addition to the blood, some of the snow had been disturbed, and one of the patio flagstones was cracked, as though something had slammed into it with exceptional force—like a person’s head.
A cold trickle of unease slid down my spine, but I wiped my fingers off in the snow, then grabbed my phone out of my robe pocket and turned on the flashlight app. I shone the light back and forth, and back and forth, until I found what I was looking for.
More blood.
With my phone in one hand and my elemental Ice gun in the other one, I followed the drops of blood across the patio and into the backyard. The blood trail led straight into the woods, along with a path of scuffed snow, and I cautiously crept from one tree to the next.
If someone was lurking out here with a gun, then I was basically painting a giant bull’s-eye on my chest, especially since I was still using my phone as a flashlight. Then again, if someone was lurking out here, they probably would have shot me by now. Either way, I wanted to know exactly who—or what—had been so close to my house, so I kept moving forward—
I rounded another tree and almost tripped over someone.
A blond man with pale skin was sitting on the ground, with his legs tucked underneath him and his back resting up against a fallen log, almost like he was taking a nap, as ridiculous as that would have been on this cold, snowy night. The man’s head was turned in my direction, and I froze, thinking he was staring straight at me.
It took me three long, excruciating seconds to realize he was dead.
The man might be looking in this direction, but he wasn’t seeing me—or anything else. His brown eyes were fixed and still, his mouth was gaping wide, and his body was contorted at an awkward angle. I crept closer and focused my phone flashlight on him. From this angle, he looked normal, if dead. But as I circled around, I noticed that the other side of his head was a bloody mess, probably from where he had hit the patio flagstone.
But there was one thing I didn’t see: his accomplice.
This guy might have slipped, fallen, and hit the patio all on his own, but you didn’t just get up and walk away with that sort of gruesome head wound. No, someone else must have dragged the guy into the woods, either to try to help him escape or in a poor attempt to hide his body.
I glanced around again, but the path of scuffed snow ended here. I still didn’t see anyone, so I set my Ice gun down on the ground and searched the dead man. He wasn’t carrying a wallet or a phone, and he didn’t have so much as a stick of gum tucked in the pockets of his jeans.
He did have a gun, though.
The weapon was nestled in the right pocket of his black overcoat, but it was just a simple revolver. There was nothing special or noteworthy about the gun, other than its cheesy pearl grip, which would have been right at home in that noir detective book I’d finished reading earlier. But the weapon, along with the lack of identification and any personal effects, practically screamed Hello! Criminal here! I don’t want to be identified if I get captured or killed!
I used the sleeve of my robe to hold the gun out so I could take a picture of it with my phone, then slid it back into the guy’s coat pocket. I also propped him back up the way I’d found him and took several photos of his face. Maybe one of my friends would be able to tell me who this guy was and, more important, who had sent him here.
My money was on Clyde O’Neal, especially given our little run-in at Underwood’s earlier, but the dead guy could have worked for any number of underworld bosses. Or maybe he’d been an entrepreneur, a solitary burglar trolling through Northtown looking for a mansion to rob and not caring if he had to shoot the owner in the process. No way to tell for sure.
By this point, I’d been outside for the better part of an hour, and the late-winter chill had chapped my cheeks, snaked through my robe, and plunged down into my boots. I might be an elemental, but I’d had enough of the cold for one night, so I grabbed my Ice gun off the ground and got to my feet.
I thought about calling Xavier, Bria Coolidge’s partner on the police force, but it was late, and I didn’t want to interrupt his night, especially since nothing bad had actually happened, at least not to me. The dead guy certainly wasn’t going anywhere, so I decided to leave him in the woods.
Still, as I trudged through the trees and headed back toward the mansion, I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone else was out here.
Someone who was very much alive—and watching me.




Chapter Four


I returned to bed, although every faint  creak of the mansion settling and every soft crack of an icicle plunging off the roof made me get up and peek out the windows again, wondering if more guys with guns were creeping around my backyard. But nothing happened, and I finally managed to get a few hours of fitful sleep. By the time I got up, took a shower, and dressed, it was almost ten o’clock in the morning.
I should have grabbed a blueberry granola bar and gone straight to work, but I kept wondering if the dead guy might have dropped something or left some other clue behind that I’d missed in the dark. So I donned a royal-blue fleece jacket, along with matching gloves, and a toboggan topped with a poofy, jaunty ball, grabbed an Ice gun, and tromped back out into the woods. I rounded the fallen log, my gaze zooming over to where I’d found the body—
The dead guy was gone.
I frowned, wondering if I was in the right spot, but bloodstains dotted the snow in front of the fallen log, looking like scarlet berries encased in the ice. The mystery man had definitely been here last night, and he had most definitely been dead, which meant one troubling thing.
Someone had moved him.
But who? And why? And when?
I scanned the ground, and I finally noticed something new: drag marks. Deep grooves cut through the snow and underlying leaves, as though someone had grabbed the dead guy by his arms and hauled him away. Curious, and more than a little wary, I followed the marks, which led even deeper into the woods.
The grooves churned through the snow and leaves for several hundred feet before the trees gave way to a grassy shoulder and then a two-lane road. The drag marks stopped at the edge of the pavement, indicating that someone had put the dead guy into a vehicle and driven away with him.
My questions remained the same: who, why, and when?
But standing by the side of the road wasn’t doing me any good, so I decided to go someplace where I might get some answers.
I returned to the mansion, grabbed my purse and gear for the day, and left. Thirty minutes later, I parked my car on one of the downtown side streets and walked around the block to my destination. An enormous sign of a pig holding a platter of food hovered over a brick storefront, inviting folks to come on inside and get something to eat. Even out here on the sidewalk, a mouthwatering mix of cumin, black pepper, and other spices seasoned the air, making my stomach rumble in anticipation.
I pulled the door open, and a silver bell merrily chimed out my arrival. Heat blasted over my body, but I welcomed the cozy warmth, given the chilly air outside. Blue and pink vinyl booths lined the storefront windows, while matching blue and pink pig tracks snaked across the floor. Tables and chairs squatted in the middle of the open space, and a long counter lined with stools ran along the back wall. Everything looked the same as always, and the familiar furnishings comforted me, especially given the dead guy’s disappearing act earlier this morning.
The Pork Pit was one of the most popular restaurants in Ashland, due to its great food, its reasonable prices, and the notoriety of its owner, Gin Blanco. Since Gin was on vacation, the crowd was quite a bit smaller than usual, and I didn’t see any underworld bosses chowing down on a barbecue pork sandwich or sipping a sweet iced tea at one of the booths or tables. Good. I didn’t want an audience for this visit.
I strode over to the counter and sat down on a stool next to a fifty-something man with gray hair and eyes and bronze skin. He was wearing a tailored gray suit with a matching shirt and striped tie, and his black wing tips gleamed as though he’d just polished them this morning. A mug of hot chocolate wisped up steam by his right elbow, and the rich, dark scent made my stomach rumble again.
“Hey, Lorelei.” Silvio Sanchez nodded at me, then went right back to looking at his tablet.
Silvio was Gin’s personal assistant, and I’d never seen him without some sort of electronic device in his hand. The vampire buried his nose in his phone and his tablet the way I did in a new auction catalog or a really good book.
A hand slapped a white paper napkin down onto the counter, and I glanced up to find a dwarf staring at me. She was a little over five feet tall, with a thick, muscled body. She looked to be around my age, early thirties, although I knew she was more than a hundred years old. Neon-blue streaks shimmered in her short black hair. The same neon-blue shadow and liner rimmed her black eyes, while dark blue gloss made her lips pop in her pale face. She was wearing a blue work apron patterned with tiny black skulls over a black T-shirt and matching jeans and boots.
“Hey, Lorelei. What can I get you?” Sophia Deveraux rasped in her low, cracked voice.
Sophia was the head cook and ran the Pork Pit whenever Gin was out doing dangerous, Spider-related things. Or on vacation, like she supposedly was right now. I had my doubts about that, though. Gin Blanco wasn’t the kind of person who could go somewhere and just relax. Not with everything she’d been through over the years. Then again, I had the same problem relaxing myself.
“I’ll take a blackberry lemonade for starters,” I replied. “And perhaps a side of information.”
Instead of laughing at my bad joke, Silvio swiveled around on his stool toward me, his gray eyes gleaming as brightly as the tablet still clutched in his hands. “Do you need something? Please, please tell me you need something. Hopefully to do with someone nefarious?”
“Why so eager to serve?” I asked.
He swept his hand out, gesturing at the mostly empty restaurant. “In case you missed it, things have been slow around here lately. And I’m not just talking about the lack of customers. Why, I don’t think a single bad guy has strolled through the front door so far this week. Not so much as the lowliest underworld minion.”
Sophia set my lemonade on the counter. I flashed her a grateful smile and took a sip. Crisp, tart, and refreshing, with just a hint of sweetness. Yum.
I took another sip of lemonade. “Things being slow is a problem?”
Silvio smoothed a hand down his tie. “Well, it’s not a problem, per se. It’s just a little . . .”
“Boring,” Sophia rasped. “We’re not used to people not threatening us. Silvio doesn’t know what to do with himself.”
The vampire sniffed and straightened up on his stool. “That’s not entirely true. I have gotten quite a bit of work done since Gin’s been gone. It’s just that . . .”
“You’ve already run out of legitimate things to do?” I asked, teasing him.
“Well, there are only so many times I can do inventory and rearrange the storage shelves in the back,” he lamented. “Especially since some people around here are so set in their ways.”
Sophia huffed and stabbed a finger at him. “Don’t you dare go back there and mess up my system again.”
Silvio’s lips puckered, but he didn’t argue with her. Smart man. Sophia was incredibly tough and strong, even for a dwarf, and she could probably snap the vampire into itty-bitty pieces with minimal effort. Sophia also happened to be an excellent body disposer, so if she ever did decide to take her inventory wrath out on Silvio, no one would ever find whatever was left of him.
Sophia looked at me again. “What can I get you?”
I ordered a barbecue chicken platter with baked beans, coleslaw, mac and cheese, and several of Sophia’s delicious homemade sourdough rolls. She fixed my food and slid it across the counter to me.
Chicken slathered with the Pork Pit’s secret barbecue sauce, baked beans swimming in the same brew, crunchy coleslaw with a tangy, vinegary bite, and ooey, gooey mac and cheese. I wolfed down every delectable bite, then used the soft, warm rolls to sop up the final bits of sauce and cheese on my plate. Mmm-mmm-mmm. As much as I enjoyed Underwood’s fancy cuisine, the Pork Pit’s down-home comfort food was a welcome treat, especially on such a chilly day.
I pushed my empty plates aside and got a refill on my blackberry lemonade. Sophia fixed Silvio another hot chocolate, and the three of us chatted back and forth, catching up on all our mutual friends, including Jo-Jo Deveraux, Sophia’s sister, and Liam Carter, Silvio’s significant other.
“Please tell Mallory that we’re looking forward to her party on Sunday night,” Silvio said after we had exhausted all the day’s news and gossip.
“Of course. She’ll be happy y’all are coming.”
Mallory had emailed me the guest list this morning, so I’d known that Silvio and Sophia were invited, along with the rest of our mutual friends. The only folks who weren’t coming to the party were Gin, Owen, Finn, and Bria. According to Silvio, they wouldn’t be back from their vacation for several more days.
“So,” Silvio said. “What kind of information do you need?”
Despite the fact that I’d come here in hopes that Silvio might help me, the vampire was on vacation too, and I didn’t want to ruin his downtime with a problem that had nothing to do with him or Gin.
“C’mon, Lorelei,” Silvio said in a wheedling tone, nudging me with his elbow. “Give me something to do, or I’ll have to rearrange the ketchup bottles for the third time this week.”
Sophia stabbed her finger at him again. “If you so much as touch another ketchup bottle, I will shove it where the sun doesn’t shine.”
Silvio blanched a little, but he respectfully tipped his head to her. “Point taken.”
Sophia turned back to the stoves to fix another order, but Silvio focused on me again.
“So, Lorelei, what do you need?”
I told him about hearing a noise, finding that pool of blood, and tracking the trail into the woods. I also pulled out my phone and showed Silvio the photos of the dead guy that I’d taken. My story ended with the body vanishing from the woods and someone seemingly driving away with it.
“Well, I don’t recognize him right off the bat, but it’s hard to keep track of all the criminals in Ashland,” Silvio said. “Text me the photos, and I’ll pass them along to my contacts. I’ll also send the photos to Xavier so he can run them through the police databases.”
I sent him the pictures, then slid my phone back into my pocket. “Thanks. Whatever you and Xavier can dig up on the mystery man will be helpful.”
Silvio gave me a speculative look. “Do you think this has anything to do with Clyde O’Neal wanting to get his hands on your shipping yard?”
I frowned. “How do you know about that?”
A sly smile spread across his face. “Well, it is my job to track rumors about all the shenanigans going on in the underworld. And Clyde hasn’t exactly been shy about his desire to get your shipping yard, one way or another.”
“No, he hasn’t,” I muttered. “Although I still don’t know why he wants it so badly. His own shipping yard is almost twice the size of mine.”
Silvio shrugged. “He probably wants it to expand his business. Word on the street is that Clyde has made some bad investments lately and is hurting for cash.”
I’d heard those rumors too, although I hadn’t paid much attention to them. Lately, my focus had been on Mallory and Mosley’s wedding, along with Gin’s recent heist at the Bellum Bank and then our final battle against Mason Mitchell.
But if you didn’t have enough money to pay your crew and bribe the cops, then even the most ruthless crime boss could quickly go belly up in Ashland. Clyde O’Neal was a pain to deal with when things were going well. A desperate Clyde would be a much bolder and far more dangerous enemy.
I started to take another sip of my blackberry lemonade, only to find that the glass was empty. I sighed and pushed it away. “Maybe I should have gone on vacation with Gin and the others. Because right now, I definitely need a break from blood and bodies.”
Silvio chuckled, and then his face turned serious again. “Maybe Clyde sent that guy to your house last night in hopes of intimidating you into selling the shipping yard.”
“Maybe,” I murmured. “Although Clyde usually prefers to make examples out of people himself.”
The crime boss had a not-so-secret habit of beating people to death with his combination of giant and dwarven strength, then dumping their bodies in the Aneirin River right outside his shipping yard.
“I don’t know if Clyde sent the mystery man to my house, but he’s going to have to do a whole lot better than some random tough guy with a gun if he wants to scare me. I’ve dealt with far worse than that.”
Silvio gave me a sympathetic look. “Of course you have.”
I ground my teeth to keep from snarling at him. Silvio was a dear friend, but I always hated it whenever anyone gave me that look. The one that said how sorry they were that my father and my brother had been such horrible monsters, how much they sympathized with me, and especially how much they bloody pitied me. Sometimes I thought that look was even worse than how I’d always had to tiptoe around my father and my brother, never knowing what small, innocent, random thing might set them off.
Okay, okay, so that look wasn’t that bad, but it still rubbed me the wrong way. I wasn’t a victim anymore, I was a survivor.
Then again, when one of my friends was Gin Blanco, it was hard for folks to remember that I was a badass in my own right. Just like Silvio, Sophia, and the rest of our friends were smart, tough, strong, and capable in their own ways. But the legend of the Spider tended to eclipse us all.
Silvio must have sensed my simmering ire, because he cleared his throat, focused on his tablet again, and started swiping through screens. “I’ll email these photos to Xavier right now. Maybe I can have some info to you in a couple of days.”
“Anything you and Xavier can dig up would be great,” I replied, forcing my voice to remain calm and even. “Maybe this guy was creeping around on Clyde’s orders, or maybe he was just looking for a mansion to rob. Either way, I’d like to know who he was and especially who might have moved his body.”
“I’m on it.” Silvio glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “By the way, how are your interviews going? Have you hired a new number two yet?”
The image of all those manila folders waiting on my desk flashed through my mind, and once again, I had to grind my teeth to keep from snarling. It took me a few seconds to unlock my jaw and answer Silvio.
“I have some more interviews set up with potential replacements today.” A thought occurred to me, and I leaned forward and gave the vampire my warmest, friendliest, and most enticing smile. “Although I will cancel them all immediately if you come work for me, Silvio. I’ll double your salary, give you a company car, anything you want.”
I wasn’t joking. I would double, triple, quadruple Silvio’s salary if I thought I could steal him away from Gin. He was an excellent assistant, and he would make my work life so much easier.
He laughed and shook his head. “As tempting as your offer is, I’m happy here.”
I let out a loud, overly dramatic sigh. “I know you are. Darn it.”
Silvio grinned back at me, then returned to his tablet.
By this point, it was almost one o’clock and way past time for me to go to work. I paid my bill and was waiting for Sophia to fix me a to-go lemonade when the bell over the front door chimed. I didn’t pay any attention to it, but Silvio glanced over his shoulder. His gray eyes narrowed, and his lips puckered, as though he had just bitten into something sour.
“Remember what I said about no bad guys coming into the restaurant while Gin’s been gone?” he muttered. “Well, I was wrong about that.”
Sophia turned away from the stoves to see who he was talking about. I also looked over at the door and froze, just like I had in Underwood’s last night.
Because for the second time in two days, Hugh Tucker had just strolled into the restaurant where I was eating.
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Tucker’s eyes met mine. The corner of his mouth quirked up, as though he realized I’d been checking him out. He prowled in this direction, and I resisted the urge to look away. The second you looked away was usually the moment when the predator in front of you chose to strike, and Hugh Tucker was most definitely a predator.
He stopped beside me and tipped his head to Silvio, then Sophia. “Well, I see most of the usual gang is here. Where’s Gin? Out killing someone on this cold day?”
Silvio spun around on his stool and crossed his arms over his chest. “You know as well as I do that she is currently on vacation.”
“Good for her,” Tucker murmured, then focused on me again. “Ms. Parker. May I have a word?”
“Certainly,” I drawled. “What word would you like? Arrogant? Inscrutable? Annoying jackass?”
He arched a black eyebrow. “That’s two words.”
“And yet they both fit you so perfectly.”
His eyebrow arched a little higher, but he gestured over at an empty booth. “Let me buy you a lemonade. Please.”
Silvio and Sophia both looked at me, questions in their eyes, but I shrugged at them. I didn’t know why Tucker was here or what he wanted, but I’d play along—for now.
Besides, we weren’t exactly enemies, and he wasn’t stupid enough to attack me in the restaurant. Not when Silvio looked like he wanted to bludgeon the vampire with his tablet, and Sophia was clutching a tomato knife with a serrated blade that was longer than her hand.
I stood up, and Tucker held his arm out to me in a clear challenge. I rolled my eyes, but I wasn’t one to back down, so I threaded my arm through his and let him escort me over to one of the booths by the windows. Tucker waited until I was settled in one side of the booth before sliding into the opposite half.
Sophia stalked over and slapped a menu down in front of Tucker, along with handing me a to-go cup of lemonade. Then she crossed her arms over her chest, making her biceps bulge, and glared down her nose at the vampire.
“I’ll have a barbecue chicken platter with all the fixings, along with an unsweetened iced tea with lemon,” Tucker said.
Sophia gave him another hot glare, then grabbed the menu and stalked back behind the counter to fix his food. Silvio returned to his tablet, although he kept sneaking glances at us, ready to leap to my aid should the need arise.
“Unsweetened tea?” I drawled. “That’s not very Southern of you, Mr. Tucker.”
Yes, it was a stupid thing to say, but those were the first words that popped into my mind, and I desperately needed to distract myself from the way Tucker’s shirt clung to his chest.
“Some of us are trying to watch our intake of sweets, Ms. Parker.”
“Well, I’ve never been one of those people. Sugar is the lifeblood of many a Southerner, myself included.”
Amusement danced in his eyes. “I know. I can literally smell the sugar in your lemonade.” His gaze dropped to my lips. “And on you too.”
Heat flooded my body, and I resisted the urge to shift in my seat.
“You always seem to have one sweet treat or another nearby,” Tucker continued. “Like that dessert you were eating last night at Underwood’s. Or the petit fours you were nibbling on when we met at the Eaton Estate.”
More heat flooded my body, and in an instant, my cheeks were burning even hotter than the restaurant’s stovetops. Several weeks ago, I had attended an auction at the Eaton Estate, along with Gin and some of our other friends. Gin had pointed out Tucker to me, and I’d been struck by how smooth, polished, and darkly handsome he was.
“Do you remember our conversation at the Eaton Estate?” Tucker asked. “Because I certainly do.”
A third wave of heat zipped through my body, but I shrugged, as though I was as cool and calm as he appeared to be. “We talked about some books we had both read. Nothing important.”
After Gin had pointed him out, I’d run into Tucker later that evening, in one of the Eaton mansion’s many libraries. I had found him perusing a shelf of fantasy books, and I’d been mesmerized by the way his fingers had skimmed over the leather covers, as though the books were beautiful treasures that he needed to handle with care.
I’d started to sneak away, but of course, Tucker had heard me with his sensitive vampire ears. Instead of hissing threats as expected, he had been a perfect gentleman, inquiring about what kinds of books I liked to read and which ones I might bid on during the auction. Our conversation had been strangely fascinating, especially since he seemed to enjoy so many of the same books and authors that I did.
Our next encounter hadn’t been nearly as pleasant.
Tucker had been waiting at the Mitchell family mansion when Emery Slater and her giants had kidnapped me, Gin, and Bria from the Posh boutique parking lot. Despite all the threats of violence on both sides, Tucker had once again been a perfect gentleman, offering me his arm and escorting me inside the mansion. He’d even shielded me from one of the giants who’d wanted to hit me. I didn’t need his protection, but part of me had appreciated it all the same.
Only a few people had ever stuck up for me, much less tried to protect me. Lily Rose, Mallory, Mosley, Gin. And then Tucker, even though he was working for Mason Mitchell at the time. The vampire had a strange sense of honor that I found oddly appealing.
Even when I’d scuffled with Tucker in the woods around the Circle family cemetery, I never thought he truly wanted to harm me, not even after I’d stabbed him in the thigh with an elemental Ice dagger so that Gin, Bria, and I could escape.
Tucker frowned at my quick dismissal of our previous conversation. I also thought a bit of hurt flickered across his face, but he was so hard to read that I couldn’t tell for certain.
“What do you want?” I asked, annoyed by both my attraction to him and the fact that he hadn’t told me why he was really here. “My lunch break is over, and I have a business to run.”
“Yes, your business. That’s what I want to speak to you about.” He reached into his jacket pocket, drew out a folded piece of paper, and slid it across the tabletop to me. “I have a proposition for you.”
His face was once again schooled into a calm, blank mask, and I couldn’t tell if there was any hidden meaning behind his cryptic words. So I grabbed the paper, opened it, and scanned the contents.
Surprise zipped through me, and I looked up at him. “This is an offer from Clyde O’Neal to buy my shipping yard.”
Tucker nodded. “Yes, it is. A very generous offer.”
“So that’s what you and Clyde were celebrating at Underwood’s last night. You’re working for him now.”
Tucker nodded again.
My eyes narrowed. “You could have your pick of any underworld boss in Ashland, or better yet, start your own crew. So why work for Clyde O’Neal? He’s a pompous, overbearing jackass who thinks he’s bigger, stronger, tougher, and smarter than he truly is. He’ll never listen to you, no matter how good your advice is.”
Tucker shrugged one shoulder, although I couldn’t tell if he was agreeing or disagreeing with me. “What’s that old saying? The price was right. Clyde offered me a substantial bonus for joining his organization, as long as I can meet certain performance requirements.”
“Like getting me to sell my shipping yard to him,” I said in a cold, flat voice.
“Something like that.”
Disbelief filled me. After Tucker had saved me from the falling rubble at the Mitchell mansion, I’d thought . . . Well, I wasn’t quite sure what I’d thought. At the bare minimum, that he was as interested in me as I was in him. Then, later on, when Gin had told me that he was staying in Ashland, I’d thought . . . Well, once again I wasn’t quite sure what I’d thought.
That Tucker would call me? That we might go on a date? That we might finally explore this strange attraction between us? I should have known better. Hugh Tucker was simply a duplicitous pile of danger wrapped up in an extremely handsome, appealing package. Nothing more, nothing less.
I was such an idiot.
Anger sizzled through me, scorching through my disbelief and embarrassment. I grabbed the paper with both hands and slowly, deliberately, ruthlessly balled it up, cramming it into as tight a knot as I could manage. Then I set the wad down on the tabletop and used my finger to flick it back over to him. The ball of paper hit Tucker’s chest and bounced off, making him flinch.
“You can tell Clyde exactly what I think of his offer,” I growled.
“You’re making a mistake.”
“Why? Because I won’t give in to an arrogant bully who’s suddenly decided that he wants my shipping yard for some obscure reason?” I snorted. “Please. Do you know how many underworld bosses have threatened me over the years? I’m still here, and most of them are not.”
Tucker shook his head. “Clyde is different.”
“Why? Because you’re working for him now?”
“Something like that.”
Even more anger sizzled in my chest, and I leaned forward and stared him down. “I don’t care if you’re working for Clyde. My answer is still the same: no. So eat your food, scurry back to your new boss, and tell him the bad news. You’re good at being an errand boy.”
Once again, I could have sworn that hurt flickered across Tucker’s face, but it was gone in an instant. Either way, the thought that I might have wounded him made something sick and oily squirm in my gut: shame.
I knew exactly what it was like to be cut down with cruel words when you hadn’t done anything wrong, and yet here I was, doing the same thing to Tucker that my father and brother had done to me. I was better than that. I was better than them.
I exhaled. “I’m sorry. Who you work for and how you go about it is your business, not mine.”
Tucker’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, but he tipped his head, acknowledging my point and my apology.
“Either way, my answer remains the same,” I continued in a calmer voice. “I’m not selling my shipping yard to Clyde O’Neal or anyone else.”
I slid out of the booth, got to my feet, and grabbed my lemonade. I started to leave, but the image of the dead guy in the woods popped into my mind, so I stopped and looked at Tucker again.
“And if something unfortunate were to happen to me, you can tell Clyde that he wouldn’t be able to get the shipping yard from Mallory either. We have multiple safeguards in place to prevent things like that from happening.”
Tucker tipped his head again. “Understood. I’ll convey your message.”
I nodded back at him, matching his politeness. “Good day, Mr. Tucker.”
“And to you as well, Ms. Parker,” he drawled right back at me.
I stared at him a heartbeat longer, then spun around on my heel and stalked away.




Chapter Five


I marched back over to where Silvio and Sophia were waiting at the counter and plopped down on my previous stool. I also set my to-go lemonade on the countertop and pushed it away. I didn’t want it anymore.  
“Problems?” Sophia rasped, still clutching that serrated knife and eyeing Tucker like she wanted to fillet him like a fish.
“Tucker had a business proposition, but I turned him down.”
“Did I hear you right?” Silvio asked. “Is he really working for Clyde O’Neal?”
“I didn’t realize you were such an eavesdropper.”
He shrugged, not the least bit chastised. “I have excellent hearing, just like most vampires do. Besides, eavesdropping has become second nature. Gin doesn’t tell me half the trouble she gets into, and I need some way to keep tabs on her. Eavesdropping is one of the many tools in my arsenal.”
“You know that’s totally creepy, right?”
Silvio shrugged again.
I sighed. “But yes, Tucker is working for Clyde O’Neal.”
“Do you need help, Lorelei?” Sophia rasped.
“Nah. Clyde has been after my shipping yard for months, and he’s not the only underworld boss who’s approached me about selling it. I can handle him and all the others.”
“Well, if you need anything, you just let us know,” Silvio said.
“Anything at all,” Sophia agreed.
As tempting as it was, I had no intention of asking them to intervene with Clyde O’Neal or any of my other enemies. That would be admitting I was too weak to handle such threats myself. And once word got around that I was asking my friends for help, well, that would make me even more of a target for all the underworld bosses. Nothing brought out the sharks like the scent of blood in the water.
Even worse, it would make me feel weak. After my mother had been murdered, I had made a vow that I would never be weak again, that I would never let someone make me feel small and stupid and at fault the way my father and my brother so often had.
Silvio and Sophia kept staring at me, so I forced myself to smile at them. “Of course, I’ll reach out if I need anything. That’s what friends are for, right?”
They both nodded, not seeming to notice my tight expression or hear the blatant lie in my voice.
[image: image-placeholder]I chatted with Silvio and Sophia several more minutes, then left the Pork Pit. 
Tucker had already wolfed down his food, paid, and exited the restaurant, but I still found myself scanning the people moving along the sidewalks. It would be foolish not to look for him, given that I’d just turned down his boss’s offer. At least, that’s what I told myself. But I had just lied to Silvio and Sophia, and now I was lying to myself too.
I was looking for the vampire because I wanted to see him again, even though I knew he was employed by my enemy.
But I didn’t spot Tucker lurking in any of the alleys, and I reached the street where my car was. When I’d parked here before lunch, the area had been teeming with people and vehicles. But now that lunch was over, everyone had vanished inside to return to work, and the street was deserted, with nary a soul in sight. I didn’t hear any whispers of emotion from the surrounding brick buildings, not like Gin did with her Stone power, but metal was an offshoot of Stone, and my magic often gave me a sense of sound and vibration, of people and objects moving around, like audible peals and invisible waves emanating from a ringing bell.
Just like the growing hum I was sensing right now.
I scanned the street, wondering where this particular vibration was coming from, but I didn’t see anyone sitting inside a car or hunkered behind a truck, waiting to leap out and attack me. I kept walking, reaching out with my magic again, but mine were the only footsteps scuffing along the sidewalk.
Perhaps my conversation with Tucker had unsettled me more than I wanted to admit. Despite my bravado, Clyde O’Neal was still a dangerous enemy, and he had used his combination of giant and dwarven strength to pummel more than one person to death. If I wasn’t careful, he could easily do the same to me.
But nothing happened, and I made it to my car without incident. I had started to reach for the door handle when that telltale hum sounded in my ears again, and a delicious vibration skittered down my spine. This wasn’t just the sound and feel of another person or some metal object nearby but a particular sensation I knew from past experience. I slowly turned around to find . . .
Hugh Tucker standing on the sidewalk.
My heart leaped up into my throat with a mix of wariness and anticipation. I hadn’t heard him approach, and I wouldn’t have sensed him at all if not for my metal magic. Sometimes I wondered if that was why I was so drawn to Tucker. If we were like tuning forks ringing in perfect harmony with each other, whether we wanted to or not.
“Here to offer me another escort, Mr. Tucker?” I drawled. “As you can see, I’ve already reached my vehicle.”
Humor sparked in his black eyes. “Too bad. It’s always such a pleasure to escort you, Ms. Parker.”
“You do seem to enjoy playing the part of the perfect gentleman. Why is that?” I asked, genuinely curious.
His amusement vanished, and his forehead creased as he considered my question. “My mother, I suppose. She was quite the stickler for manners. I think making me follow the rules gave her some sense of control. Certainly more control than she ever had over my father, who was a mean drunk and a degenerate gambler.” He paused and cleared his throat. “My father squandered my mother’s fortune and greatly diminished the Tucker family’s standing within the Circle.”
Surprise rippled through me. Despite all the time we’d spent together in that shipping container, this was by far the most personal thing he had ever revealed. “Why are you telling me this?”
His face remained serious. “I suppose I’m hoping it will improve your opinion of me, however slightly. About who I am and why I worked for Mason Mitchell and the other Circle members for so many years.”
“And why you did so many awful things on their orders.”
“Something like that.”
“And what opinion do you think I currently have of you?”
He eyed me. “A terrible one, given everything I did to you, Gin, and the rest of your friends over the past several months.”
Tucker had done some pretty awful things to Gin, including trying to kill her. Then again, she had tried just as hard to kill him in return. But now, despite all that, the two of them were . . . Well, I wouldn’t say friends. Perhaps not enemies was a better term.
Tucker had helped Gin figure out Mason’s plan to destroy the Pork Pit, and he had gone along with our heist at the Bellum Bank, when Gin had stolen Mason’s money right out from under Emery Slater and her giant goons. Plus, he had saved my life at the Mitchell family mansion. So my opinion of Hugh Tucker was probably kinder than that of most other folks, including Silvio and Sophia. Then again, they weren’t as drawn to him as I was.
“People do awful things for all sorts of reasons,” I replied. “Money, jealousy, revenge. Some people even claim that they do those awful things for love.”
“Like your father and brother?” Tucker asked.
His voice was soft, his tone kind, but I still felt as though he’d punched me in the throat. I hadn’t thought the vampire knew about my father and my brother, but the Circle had had dealings with Raymond, so Tucker probably knew all about my terrible childhood.
“Yes, just like my father and brother,” I snapped in an icy tone. “Tell me, did you do awful things to Eira Snow out of love?”
For once, I’d smashed right through Tucker’s calm façade, and hurt pinched his face before he could hide it. He had been in love with Eira, Gin’s mother, for years, although all his dirty work for the Circle had been one of the many things that had kept them apart.
That sick, oily shame slithered through my gut again. “I’m sorry. There I go again, making assumptions, making a fool of myself, and talking about things I have no right to discuss.”
“If I wished to discuss them with anyone, then it would be you, Ms. Parker.”
I blinked at his confession, even as his voice wrapped around me like a warm blanket, inviting me to lose myself in that deceptive softness, to lose myself in him.
Tucker cleared his throat again. “But I have something else to discuss with you.”
“What would that be?”
I’d barely finished speaking when he moved forward. One moment, the vampire was ten feet away. The next, he was standing right in front of me, so close that the wind made the bottom flaps of his overcoat brush up against my jeans. That same wind also brought with it a whiff of his cologne, something soft, subtle, and spicy that made me want to bury my face in his neck and just breathe in his scent.
But I couldn’t do that. Not here, not now, not ever.
Still, I wasn’t about to let him know how much his stupid cologne affected me, or that I was worried he was about to deliver a more violent and pointed message from Clyde O’Neal. So I lifted my chin and looked right at him.
Tucker stared down at me, and a small smile curved his lips. “Do you know what I like about you the most, Ms. Parker?”
“What?” I asked in a wary voice.
“That you are absolutely fearless.”
I frowned. “Why would you say that?”
“Because here we are, all alone on this deserted street, with me looming over you, and you fully aware of all the horrible things I’ve done. And yet you aren’t the least bit afraid of me.”
A merry laugh tumbled from my lips. “Is that what this is about? I didn’t agree to Clyde’s offer in the Pork Pit, so you thought you’d get me alone and intimidate me into surrendering? Please. You should know better than that.”
He tipped his head, acknowledging my point. “Perhaps. But I had to try.”
Another gust of wind blew down the street, ruffling his black hair. My fingers itched with the sudden urge to drag my hands through his thick locks and thoroughly rumple them, to loosen his tie, unbutton his shirt, and muss him up in some small way. Maybe cracking through that hard shell and seeing what lay underneath would finally make him less attractive and appealing. Probably not, but I was so very, very tempted to try.
“You should reconsider Clyde’s offer,” Tucker said. “It would be the easiest, safest thing to do.”
Another laugh tumbled out of my lips, but this one was more caustic than amused. “Very few things in my life have ever been easy or safe, and I see no reason to start making them that way now. I will never sell my shipping yard, no matter what threats come my way from Clyde O’Neal or anyone else.”
“You would be wise to be wary,” Tucker replied. “Clyde might be a bully and a buffoon, but he should not be taken lightly.”
A third laugh tumbled out of my mouth, this one a mix of acid and ice. “I’ve only been afraid of two people in my entire life: my father and my brother. Gin killed my father, and I shot my brother with an elemental Ice gun. I’ll do the same thing to Clyde if he keeps threatening me.”
“And will you do the same to me?” Tucker asked.
“That depends.”
“On what?”
“On how much you continue to annoy and frustrate me.”
A wide grin spread across Tucker’s face, as though I had just proclaimed that he was the most interesting person in Ashland. In an instant, he went from cold and aloof to warm and devastatingly handsome.
“So I’m annoying and frustrating? How lovely to hear. You continue to say the most marvelous things, Ms. Parker. I’m not sure my ego can take much more of the sweet nothings you so drolly dole out every time we meet.”
The low purr in his voice made sparks erupt in my stomach, although I rolled my eyes in response. “I’m sure your ego can handle just about anything. Now, are you done delivering threats? Because I have other things to do today.”
“To be clear, your refusal to listen to reason is both annoying and frustrating,” Tucker replied. “You should take the deal. It’s the best one you’re going to get.”
“I told you before. I’m not interested in any deals from Clyde or anyone else.”
I stared at him for a few seconds, letting him see how serious I was, then stepped back. Once again, I barely had time to blink before Tucker moved forward again. It almost felt like we were engaged in some complicated ballroom dance, even though we weren’t doing anything more than exchanging words and sharing a few scant inches of concrete.
“It seems we are at an impasse, as far as annoying each other goes,” he said.
“But?” I challenged.
“But perhaps we could do something about the mutual frustration.” Tucker’s voice was much lower and huskier than before, the purr far more pronounced.
His gaze dropped to my lips. I’d always thought his eyes were as black as his hair, but for the first time, I realized his irises contained a few faint flecks of silver. The tantalizing glimmers reminded me of the night sky, something with just enough light to make you risk drowning in an endless abyss of shadows.
Tucker’s gaze dropped lower, to my neck, and the silver flecks in his eyes vanished, snuffed out by a darker, even more intense hunger. My heart skipped a beat, then started hammering, the sensation so hard and fast I was sure he could hear my pulse pounding in my throat.
And how do you like your blood, Mr. Tucker? Ice-cold and served in a crystal flute? My own voice filled my ears, followed by his reply.
Oh, no, Ms. Parker. I like my blood straight from the source. It can be quite a heady experience, when both parties are willing.
The vampire had said that a couple of weeks ago, when Gin had brought us lunch while the two of us were sniping at each other in the shipping container. That conversation had floated through my mind almost every day since then, and right now, my entire body was aching to find out exactly how heady that experience would be.
Tucker slowly leaned forward, as though he was going to kiss me or bite me—or both. I licked my lips and eased up onto my tiptoes, my hands itching to pull him toward me so I could lift my mouth to his—
Pop! Pop-pop-pop!
Tucker and I both whirled to the side, spinning away from each other. Out on the street, a car sputtered by, thick clouds of smoke belching out from its tailpipe as it kept backfiring. I let out a tense breath and turned back to Tucker, but he had already stepped away, and his face was carefully blank once more.
Disappointment washed through me, along with more of that annoyance and frustration. Sometimes I thought I should just throw caution to the wind, kiss Tucker, and see where things led, even if he was working for one of my enemies.
He tipped his head to me. “I will convey your sentiments to my employer, although I have to warn you that Clyde will not be pleased. There may be some more . . . pointed requests on his part.”
I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to ignore the cold wind that was now gusting in between us. “If Clyde comes after me, then he’s the one who will end up dead. Not me.”
Another small smile curved Tucker’s lips. “I have no doubt about that.”
More annoyance spurted through me. I couldn’t tell if he was mocking me or not. “But?”
The smile dropped from his face. “But please be careful all the same, Ms. Parker. I rather like being annoyed and frustrated by you, and I would hate to see our relationship come to an abrupt, unpleasant end.”
Shock rippled through me at his confession, but before I could respond, Tucker tipped his head to me again, then spun around and strode away.
Within seconds, he had rounded the corner and vanished from sight, leaving me standing alone on the sidewalk, extremely annoyed and even more frustrated than before—in all sorts of ways.




Chapter Six


Despite my run-in with Hugh Tucker, the rest of the week passed by without incident. 
I upped security at the shipping yard, but nothing untoward happened there, and no more dead guys mysteriously appeared and then disappeared around my mansion. Silvio hadn’t contacted me with any information yet, so I still didn’t know who the dead guy might have been working with or for, but Clyde O’Neal was taking my refusal to sell my shipping yard much better than I’d expected. I didn’t receive any more visits from Tucker, or threats from anyone else, but the peace and quiet didn’t comfort me. Clyde was probably just trying to sucker me into lowering my guard before he sicced Tucker—or someone else—on me again.
Either way, the lack of trouble set me on edge, and soon I felt like Silvio had at the Pork Pit earlier in the week. After a while, you got so used to being in danger and dealing with one problem after another that the rare calm spells seemed a little bit . . . boring.
Oh, I had no real desire to be in mortal peril, but at least if something horrible had happened, I would have been able to react to it and plan my next move. Waiting and wondering when my enemies were going to strike next was far more unnerving. It always reminded me of coming home from school as a kid and never knowing what kind of mood my father would be in. Whether Renaldo would be kind and charming, or cold and aloof, or angry and abusive.
As a distraction, I threw myself even deeper into work, and I ramped up my search for someone to help me run the shipping yard, along with the rest of my business. I plowed through dozens of résumés and background checks and even conducted several in-person interviews, but none of the applicants was quite right. They were either too innocent, inexperienced, and idealistic or too hardened, bitter, and jaded like me.
Even worse, almost every single person had lied on their application in one way or another, and the skeletons in some people’s closets made me even more wary of them. If folks had told me the truth, I might have been able to overlook their prior misdeeds. After all, I wasn’t exactly an upstanding citizen myself, and I’d done plenty of awful things. But starting out with a lie—like claiming you hadn’t embezzled thousands of dollars from your last employer when you actually had—would only lead to more trouble in the end for me.
My other main distraction was Mallory and Mosley’s take-two wedding reception. Despite all the preplanning my grandmother had done, I still spent several hours helping her pick out table linens, decide on a playlist, and taste-test appetizers, entrees, and desserts. So much for Mallory’s claim that I wouldn’t have to lift a finger. Still, spending some quality time with my grandmother helped ease the lonely ache I had felt ever since she had moved in with Mosley.
Finally, the night of the party arrived. Mallory and I had also gone shopping earlier in the week, and I shimmied into a royal-blue cocktail dress with a sweetheart neckline, elbow-length sleeves, and a flared skirt that stopped at my knees. I left my black hair loose around my shoulders, highlighted my blue eyes with smoky silver shadow and liner, and painted my lips a deep, dark scarlet. Black kitten heels and my rose-and-thorn ring completed my party ensemble.
I grabbed my coat and purse and drove over to the Rhododendron Inn. A clipper storm had moved through Ashland yesterday and covered the ground with a couple more inches of snow and ice, but the winding road that led up to the resort was clear.
The Rhododendron Inn had been built in the early 1900s by Marisol Patton, a wealthy woman who wanted a mountaintop retreat so she could escape the sweltering summer heat in the lower hills and hollers around the city. Over the years, the Patton family had added on to the inn, until now the massive structure boasted thirteen stories and three wings, along with a spa, a golf course, a man-made lake, and a chairlift that climbed up to the ski and sledding slopes on the very tiptop of the mountain.
The resort’s exterior featured round white stones crisscrossed with thin black wooden beams, making it look like an enormous tic-tac-toe board that had been partially filled in. Golden light spilled out of the wide picture windows, highlighting the folks in tuxedos and glittering gowns who were streaming toward the main entrance. I handed my car off to a waiting valet and followed the crowd to the main ballroom in the center of the resort.
I’d been to dozens of luncheons and fund-raisers here, but tonight the staff had transformed the space into a winter wonderland that mirrored the snowy landscape outside. Sparkly silver linens adorned the tables, while matching panels of fabric covered with tiny white and blue twinkle lights swooped down from the ceiling like elaborate electrified cobwebs. Even more lights wrapped around glittering silver trees clustered together in the corners.
Some folks were meandering along the buffet tables, while others were standing in groups, talking, laughing, and sipping drinks. An enthusiastic band was playing swing tunes on the stage in the back of the ballroom, and the mood was fun and festive. A smile spread across my face. Mallory had been right. This was the perfect way to celebrate her new life with Mosley.
“Pumpkin! There you are!” Mallory waved at me, and I headed over to her.
My grandmother looked lovely in a powder-blue cocktail dress covered with silver sequins, while her favorite diamond tiara was nestled in her teased cloud of snow-white hair. Mosley was by her side, looking as distinguished as always in a matching powder-blue tuxedo. Together, the two of them reminded me of a prom queen and her adoring king.
I kissed them both on their cheeks, then drew back. “The party is wonderful.”
The two dwarves beamed at me. Mosley moved away to talk to some other folks, but Mallory looked past me as though she was searching for someone.
“You didn’t bring a date?” she asked in a hopeful voice.
Somehow I managed to keep from rolling my eyes. “No, I didn’t bring a date.”
“Well, that’s too bad.” Her shoulders drooped in disappointment, although she perked right back up again. “But it’s not too late for you to rustle up a date. The party will go to at least midnight, maybe longer if I have my way.”
This time, I did roll my eyes. “I’m perfectly fine flying solo tonight. Besides, it’s not like I can just wander around the resort, grab some random guest, and ask them to be my date.”
A guilty look flickered across Mallory’s face. “Well, actually, that might be easier than you think.”
Before I could puzzle out her weird words, I spotted Silvio Sanchez waving at me in a clear please come here gesture.
I nodded at him and looked at Mallory again. “Regardless of my lack of a date, you should mingle with your guests. Go, enjoy your party. We’ll catch up again later.”
Mallory’s eyes narrowed with suspicion, but she headed toward Mosley and joined his conversation with a group of people. As soon as she was distracted, I hurried over to Silvio.
The vampire was dressed in a classic black tuxedo, as was the forty-something man standing beside him. The second man was much taller and broader, with brown hair, blue eyes, and tan skin. Like Clyde O’Neal, this man had a mix of giant and dwarven blood running through his veins that made him extremely tough, strong, and dangerous.
Liam Carter grinned at me. “Great party, Lorelei.”
Liam, another one of our mutual friends, was known throughout Ashland for providing protection services to everyone from wealthy citizens to police witnesses to criminals battling other criminals. I’d considered hiring Liam to watch over Mallory and Mosley in case Clyde O’Neal decided to target them instead of me, but I still wanted to handle Clyde myself, so I hadn’t approached Liam—yet.
Besides, Liam was still recovering from being beaten almost to death by Emery Slater a few weeks ago. Jo-Jo Deveraux had used her Air magic to heal Liam’s physical injuries, but I knew from personal experience that you didn’t so easily recover from that sort of emotional trauma, and I didn’t want to add anything else to his plate right now unless absolutely necessary.
I smiled back at him. “Thanks, but this was all Mallory. You should go tell her. My grandmother adores compliments.”
“I’ll do that.” Liam touched Silvio’s elbow. “And get us some drinks while I’m gone?”
Silvio nodded, and Liam disappeared into the crowd. The vampire watched him go, a dreamy expression on his face.
“I take it things are going well with Liam?” I asked.
“So far, so good.” Silvio looked at me. “I know this is a party, but I have some news you might be interested in.”
“Let me guess. Gin is home early and going to crash the party with dozens of enemies in tow.”
Silvio laughed at my joke, but his face quickly turned serious. “Nothing as bad as that. Although I did finally learn the identity of your mystery man.”
He pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket, tapped on it a few times, and showed me the device. The dead guy’s face filled the screen, and he was smirking in a driver’s license photo.
“Actually, Xavier found out who he was,” Silvio continued. “Someone left your mystery man buried under some trash bags in an alley over in Southtown. A couple of sanitation workers found him earlier today. Xavier ran his prints and sent the info to me.”
“Who is he?” I asked.
“Walter Butler. He originally hails from Blue Marsh, and he has a rap sheet a mile long. Assault, armed robbery, and the like. But for the last few years, Walter has been hiring himself out as a hit man. He’s suspected of being involved in almost a dozen murders for hire.”
I frowned. “You think someone sent Walter to kill me?”
Silvio shrugged. “The thought had crossed my mind, especially given your recent troubles with Clyde O’Neal.”
“Did the hit man work for Clyde?”
Silvio shrugged again. “Not that I can tell, but I haven’t dug up that much information on him yet. I put out feelers to my usual contacts, so I should know more soon . . .”
He kept talking, but a flash of movement caught my eye, and I looked past him. Someone had darted past the open ballroom doors, a black blur that had gone by almost too fast for me to follow.
Suspicion filled me. I only knew one person who was that fast on their feet, so I reached out with my metal magic. It was hard to tell, given the conversation and music filling the ballroom, but I could have sworn that telltale hum erupted in my ears.
“. . . let you know as soon as I find out more—”
“Thanks for the info, Silvio.” I cut him off. “I really appreciate it, but I need to check on something. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Before he could say anything else, I strode past him and hurried out the open doors. To my left, several folks were talking and drinking, but when I turned to my right, I once again saw that black blur of movement out of the corner of my eye. More suspicion filled me, and I headed in that direction.
I smiled and nodded at everyone I passed, but I quickly left the crowded main hallway behind and stepped into an empty corridor. No one was moving through this area, and the only sound was the faint scuff of my heels against the carpet. Still, I kept moving forward, following that strange hum in my ears, wondering if I was just imagining the sensation—
A door to my right opened. I whirled in that direction, but before I could react, a hand darted out and dragged me forward, pulling me into another room. I stumbled, and my purse slipped through my fingers and dropped to the floor. That hand tightened around my wrist, spinning me around. I slammed up against someone’s chest, and a second hand settled on my waist, steadying me.
I lurched back. My head snapped up, and my own hands curled into fists, ready to punch whoever had grabbed me—
Hugh Tucker.
[image: image-placeholder]For the third time in the last few days, I froze at the sight of the vampire. 
Like every other man here tonight, Tucker was dressed in a tuxedo, but he wore it far better than most. The black jacket outlined his shoulders, hinting at the lean muscles underneath, while the white shirt brought out his tan skin, along with his black hair, eyes, and goatee. My surprise vanished, although my heart kept hammering, picking up speed with each passing second.
“What are you doing here?” I demanded, slowly loosening my fists. “And why did you grab me like that?”
“Apologies,” Tucker replied. “But it seemed like the best, easiest, and quickest way to get you out of the hallway.”
His gaze roamed over me, and appreciation sparked in his eyes. “You look lovely.”
I smoothed my hands down the front of my dress. His gaze tracked the movement, and a hungry look filled his face, as though he wanted to follow the motion with his own hands.
Heat shot through my body at the thought of him touching me, but I dropped my hands to my sides and glanced around. White tile, large stalls, a long counter studded with silver sinks and topped by a mirror with frosted edges.
I frowned. “Why did you yank me into a bathroom?”
“The room doesn’t matter. I just wanted to get you out of sight.”
“Why?”
Tucker fell silent, his lips pressing into a thin line.
I waited, but when it became apparent that he wasn’t going to respond, I crossed my arms over my chest. “You’re always so mysteriously quiet whenever someone asks you a direct question. It’s one of your worst traits. If you aren’t going to answer me, then I’m leaving.”
I started to head toward the door, but he stepped in front of me, blocking the exit.
“I can’t let you return to the party.”
“Why not?” Suspicion filled me. “What’s going on?”
“Exactly what I told you would happen,” Tucker replied. “Clyde O’Neal does not appreciate your continued refusal to sell him your shipping yard.”
My eyes narrowed. “Clyde is here? At the party?”
“Yes, and he’s looking for you. He wants to . . . further discuss the situation.”
I snorted. “You mean he’s here to kidnap and kill me and take my shipping yard by force.”
“Something like that. Hence my escorting you in here.” He pointed to a door in the wall on the opposite side of the room. “If you hurry, you can slip out that way, retrieve your car, and leave before Clyde realizes you’re gone.”
I lifted my chin. “I am not running away from Clyde O’Neal or anyone else.”
Tucker glowered at me. “There you go again, being annoying and frustrating.”
Anger shot through me, and I slapped my hands on my hips. “More annoying and frustrating than you luring me away from the ballroom and dragging me in here?”
He frowned. “I didn’t lure you away. I was doing a discreet sweep of the area, but somehow you spotted me anyway. How did you do that? Because I excel at not being seen.”
I opened my mouth to tell him about my metal magic, about this oddly pleasing hum I sensed whenever he was around, but I clamped my lips shut. Tucker wasn’t telling me everything, so why should I reveal anything about myself or my power to him in return?
He arched an eyebrow. “Now who’s being so mysteriously quiet when asked a direct question?”
I stiffened at him throwing my own words back in my face. “I’m not leaving. I’ll deal with Clyde myself, before he does something stupid and ruins Mallory and Mosley’s party.”
I started toward the door, but once again Tucker blocked my path. I tried to skirt around him, but he was faster, and he countered every move I made. Anger and annoyance bubbled up in my chest like a geyser about to erupt, so I changed tactics and went at him straight on.
Tucker stepped back, but he still didn’t get out of my way. I kept charging forward, and he kept moving back, the two of us once again doing a weird sort of dance. But this one ended as quickly as it began, and a few seconds later, Tucker’s back was pressed up against the bathroom door, the same door I needed to go through to return to the party.
He smirked at me, knowing that I didn’t have the strength to physically move him away from the door. I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at him.
“Fine,” I muttered. “Be a stubborn child. I’ll just go out the other door and circle back around to the ballroom that way.”
I whirled around to storm toward the other exit. I had only taken a few steps forward when his voice sounded behind me.
“Lorelei. Stop. Please.”
That soft, almost whispered please made me pause and look over my shoulder. Tucker had stepped away from the door, although his hands were now clenched into fists by his sides. I wasn’t sure what he was asking. I don’t think he knew either. But for a change, one raw emotion after another flashed across his face—interest, desire, longing. All the hot, annoying, frustrating things I felt whenever I was around him.
That vibration in my ears, my body, my heart hummed even louder and stronger, but it wasn’t my metal magic. Not really. No, this was just my own intense attraction to Hugh Tucker.
And for once in my life, I decided to give in to temptation, to do something fun and reckless and stupid. I spun around and strode toward him, closing the distance between us again.
Tucker opened his mouth, but I cut him off.
“No more talking,” I growled.
Then I dug my fingers into his tuxedo jacket, yanked him forward, and pressed my lips to his.




Chapter Seven


Over the past few weeks, I’d thought quite a lot about what kissing Hugh Tucker would be like. Whether it would be sweet and soft or hot and hard. Whether he would hold me close or keep his distance. Whether he would touch me the way I longed to touch him or keep his hands to himself. And especially whether he would feel, want, and desire as much as I did whenever I looked at him. 
The actual kiss itself was a combination of all those things—and then some.
The first touch of my mouth against his was gentle enough, although that small, relatively innocent contact ignited a fire deep inside me. Suddenly, everything felt a little clearer, a little sharper, a little more intense, from the press of my lips against his to the solid plane of his chest under my fingertips to the heat of his body warming my own.
Unable to resist that hypnotic pull, I stepped even closer to him, seeing how well my curves fit against the harder, sharper angles of his body. The answer? Quite nicely.
I wanted to mold my body to his, to feel every single inch of him pressing up against me, but I forced myself to remove my lips from his and release his jacket. I had no idea how he would respond, now that I had finally acted on this unspoken, undefined thing simmering between us. Maybe he didn’t feel the same way. Maybe flirting with me had just been a game, a way for him to pass the time while he was recuperating from his injuries. Maybe this was all in my head.
I started to step back, to put some more distance between us, but Tucker reached out and gently clasped my hands in his. Those starry silver flecks shimmered in his black eyes, but they soon vanished, swept away by the hunger that filled his face.
“Lorelei.” He whispered my name, his voice lower and rougher than before, a faint question in his tone, as though he wasn’t sure whether he wanted to pull me closer or push me away.
Well, I knew what I wanted, so I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his again. Tucker growled, grabbed my hips, and yanked me toward him, deepening the kiss.
I opened my mouth, and his tongue darted out to meet mine. With every press and stroke of our lips and tongues, that fire inside me burned a little brighter and hotter, even as that pleasurable hum spread through my entire body, like a smug, satisfied purr rumbling through a cat’s belly.
I wound my arms around his neck and plastered my body against his. Tucker’s hands squeezed my hips, then snaked up my back. The two of us were glued together from lips to hips to thighs, and yet it still wasn’t enough.
Our lips and tongues found each other again and again, every kiss a little longer and more intense than the one before it.
Everything else vanished. The empty bathroom. The cool tile surrounding us. The faint murmur of the party music in the distance. All that mattered was my lips and hands on Tucker, and his on me, and the desire exploding between us like fireworks spraying color across a midnight sky . . .
A door creaked open somewhere behind me, but I ignored it and nuzzled my nose into Tucker’s neck, breathing in his cologne the way I had wanted to for days now—
“Oh, my,” a voice drawled. “I hate to interrupt such a private moment.”
Startled, I spun around, even though Tucker was still holding me in his arms. I hadn’t imagined that door creaking open, and someone had entered the bathroom from the opposite side.
Clyde O’Neal.
Just like Tucker, Clyde was dressed in a black tuxedo, although it didn’t look nearly as good on him as it did on the vampire. Even worse, he wasn’t alone. Three other men, all giants wearing dark gray suits, had also stepped into the bathroom and were leering at me.
My hands balled into tight fists, and I broke away from Tucker and faced Clyde and his goons. “I heard you were looking for me.”
Clyde’s brown gaze moved past me and landed on Tucker. “Yes, I was. And Hugh found you for me, just like he promised he would.”
My gaze swung around to the vampire, who moved forward, as though he was going to stand with me . . .
Tucker smoothly skirted to the side, putting some distance between us. Cool air filled in the space where his body had been pressed up against mine, although it did nothing to douse the red-hot embarrassment burning in my cheeks.
“I told you she was around here somewhere,” he murmured.
The words weren’t unexpected, but they flew over me like a swarm of yellow jackets stinging my heart over and over again. I’d thought—hoped—that Tucker was genuinely attracted to me, that he was truly, fully on my side, but it seemed as though I was wrong about that.
“Yes, you did,” Clyde replied. “I had no idea you were planning a little treat for yourself before we got down to business, but I do admire a man who can multitask.”
He leered at me, just like the three giants were still doing. The embarrassment burning in my cheeks and the rest of my body abruptly chilled, morphing into razors of icy rage. I seized on to the emotion, using that cold, sharp pain to ground myself.
“Now what?” I asked in a snide voice. “Going to try to buy my shipping yard again?”
“Nah,” Clyde replied. “I’m done asking nicely. You’re too stupid and stubborn to cash out and walk away, so I’m just going to take what I want. The way I should have all along.”
He raised his hand, and the gun in his fingers glinted under the soft lights. Clyde grinned, thinking he was in complete control of the situation, but the weapon didn’t overly concern me. I could always use my metal magic to wrench the gun out of his hand before he could shoot me with it.
After that, well, I wasn’t quite sure what would happen, but I wasn’t scared. Like I’d told Tucker on the street the other day, I’d only ever been afraid of two people in my entire life. My father and my brother weren’t around to terrorize me anymore, and I would be happy to add Clyde O’Neal and his men to the list of my dead enemies.
Clyde waggled the gun at me. “Let’s take a walk.”
To my surprise, Tucker held his arm out to me. “Ms. Parker, if you will be so kind as to let me escort you,” he murmured in a cool, polite voice, as if we hadn’t been making out just a few minutes ago.
I threaded my arm through his, then gave him a smile that was all teeth. “Why, Mr. Tucker, I would be delighted as always.”
He winced at my harsh, accusing tone, but he didn’t say anything as he led me across the bathroom and out the opposite door, with Clyde and his three giants following along behind us.
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“Take her outside,” Clyde ordered behind us. 
Tucker opened a nearby door, and we stepped onto an enormous gray stone terrace that jutted out from the back of the resort. Several Adirondack chairs were arranged around firepits where folks could sit and roast marshmallows and the like, while a set of wide, shallow stairs zigzagged down the steep slope to a flat area that was a popular picnic spot during the warmer months. But tonight everything was crusted with snow, and icicles longer than my fingers hung like jagged teeth off the edge of the resort roof above, as well as the stone railing that cordoned off the terrace from the open air below.
Tucker led me over to one side of the terrace. Clyde eyed us a moment, as if making certain that I wasn’t going to try to run, then started talking to his men. Given the wind gusting around the terrace, I couldn’t make out their low words, but I doubted Clyde was telling the giants to take me back inside. More likely, they were discussing what to do with my body after they killed me.
That wasn’t going to happen, and I was going to enjoy showing Clyde what a fatal mistake he’d made by targeting me. But first, I needed to know whose side Tucker was truly on. I still thought—hoped—that it was mine, but I could never be certain of anything when it came to the mysterious, mercurial vampire. It was one of the many things that made him so annoying, frustrating, and fascinating.
“What are you doing?” I hissed. “Please don’t tell me you’ve actually thrown your lot in with this crew. After working for Mason Mitchell, this would be a serious step down for you, as far as bad guys go.”
“I wasn’t aware there were echelons of evil in Ashland,” Tucker quipped.
I snorted. “Please. We both know there are totally echelons of evil in Ashland and that Clyde O’Neal is nowhere near the top of the food chain. So my question remains the same: what are you doing?”
“Trying to help you, despite how annoying, frustrating, and stubborn you’re being,” he grumbled in a low voice only I could hear.
I arched an eyebrow. “So now I’m annoying, frustrating, and stubborn? Excellent. Let’s see if we can add a few more adjectives to that list before the night is through.”
Tucker sighed and rolled his eyes upward, as if asking some higher power for the patience to deal with me. “And I thought Gin had reckless tendencies. You have her beat all to pieces, Ms. Parker.”
“Absolutely, Mr. Tucker. What can I say? I tend to react badly when someone tries to bully me and take what’s mine.”
Clyde finished his conversation with his men and stepped back over to us. He looked me up and down, but this time, his gaze was more thoughtful than lecherous. After a few seconds of silent contemplation, he shook his head, as though disappointed by what he saw.
“I still can’t believe you killed Raymond Pike.”
His words punched me in the chest, and all the air rushed out of my lungs. Out of all the things he could have said, out of all the names he could have dropped, I had never expected him to mention my brother.
My arm slid free of Tucker’s, and I swayed on my feet before I was able to steady myself. “How did you know Raymond?”
Clyde shrugged. “One of my cousins up in West Virginia was good buddies with Raymond. They used to go hunting together. Sometimes I would tag along with them.”
A memory of Raymond gutting a rabbit in the middle of the kitchen floor filled my mind, and the phantom stench of blood flooded my nose, making my stomach churn. Renaldo had loved to hunt and fish, and Raymond had been so eager to please our father that he had thoroughly embraced those activities too. Hunting for food was one thing, but my father and my brother had always been far more interested in killing than eating. They had both reveled in being cruel, whether it was to me, my mother, or the defenseless animals they stalked through the woods around our house.
“Raymond used to talk about you all the time,” Clyde continued. “About how he was going to track down his long-lost sister and kill her. Of course, back then, I didn’t realize you were that sister. But when Raymond found out that you were in Ashland, he reached out to me. I gave him the lay of the land, so to speak, and told him all about you and Mallory. Raymond was so grateful for the information that he promised me a hefty reward.”
“But then I killed Raymond instead of the other way around, and you got nothing,” I replied. “So now you’re going to kill me and steal my shipping yard as your supposed reward.”
“Nah,” Clyde said. “I don’t want the shipping yard. I just want the diamonds inside.”
I frowned, thoroughly confused. “What diamonds?”
“A couple of weeks before he died, Dimitri Barkov and his crew robbed a fancy jewelry store over in Cypress Mountain. They got away with millions in diamonds.” Clyde’s eyes gleamed with greed. “Over drinks one night, Dimitri bragged to me that he still had the stones hidden in his office. I was going to steal them, but then Gin Blanco came along and killed him a couple of days later. That was even better, as far as I was concerned, until you swooped in and took over the shipping yard before I could get inside and find the diamonds.”
And just like that, Clyde’s obsession with buying my shipping yard made perfect sense. “And once I upped security, there was no way you could sneak into the warehouse, much less Dimitri’s office, and look for the diamonds.”
He nodded. “A problem that I’m planning to rectify tonight. We’re going to take a little ride over to your shipping yard, and you’re going to let me and my men inside.”
He didn’t say anything about letting me go once he found the diamonds. We all knew he’d put a bullet in my head and be done with things.
Despite the threat of my own impending death, my gaze darted back over to Tucker, who was standing apart from both Clyde and me. Had he known about the diamonds? Was that why he’d shown me so much . . . attention over the past few days? Working for Clyde O’Neal was a waste of his skills, but fucking over both Clyde and me so he could claim the diamonds for himself . . . Now, that sort of twisty scheme was most definitely worthy of Hugh Tucker’s time and talents.
Hurt shot through me at the thought that he would betray me, that he would use my obvious attraction to score himself a hefty payday. It took some effort, but I iced it out, freezing the emotional roller coaster that had been rising and falling in the pit of my stomach with each new ugly revelation about Clyde, Raymond, and the stolen diamonds.
“Now,” Clyde rumbled, “according to my sources, you haven’t started remodeling Dimitri’s office yet, which means that the diamonds are most likely still inside. So why don’t you make things easy on yourself, Lorelei, and tell me where you think the stones are hidden?”
My hands balled into fists again, and I stalked over and stopped right in front of him. Then I tipped my chin up so I could look into his eyes. “Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you a damn thing.”
“I thought you might say something like that. Maybe this will change your mind.”
Faster than a snake striking, Clyde whipped his hand out and slapped me. Pain exploded in my face, and the force of the blow sent me staggering to the side, but the worst part was the harsh crack of his hand hitting my cheek. That one sound opened a floodgate, and memories erupted out of the dark dam of my mind and spilled out into the light.
My father slapping my mother whenever she did something he didn’t like, even if it was as inconsequential as buying the wrong bread at the grocery store, even though it had been his favorite kind just the week before. All the times Raymond had pinched or punched or kicked me, claiming that I had taken one of his toys without permission, when he had offered it to me in the first place. My father and my brother taking turns hitting my mother and me, even as she tried to shield us both from their vicious blows . . .
The pain of Clyde’s slap slowly receded, burned away by my memories and the hot, caustic rage they always brought along with them. I’d promised myself a long, long time ago that no one was ever going to hurt me like my father and my brother had. So far, I’d killed every person who’d tried—just like I was going to kill Clyde.
Tucker sidled closer to me, as silent as a ghost. His black gaze lingered on my cheek, which was still throbbing, and a muscle twitched in his own jaw, as though he was grinding his teeth to keep from snarling or maybe even sinking his fangs into Clyde’s neck.
Clyde sneered at me, as did the three giants. He probably expected me to start crying, or some such nonsense, but I’d cried myself dry years ago, and he wasn’t worth such precious emotion.
So I bared my teeth at him, despite the continued ache in my face. “If you really did know Raymond, then you know what a heartless bastard he was.”
“So what?”
“So your petty threats are amateur hour compared to him,” I snapped. “And you’re going to have to hit me a whole lot harder than that to even come close to matching Raymond’s cruelty.”
Anger flared in Clyde’s eyes, and he drew his hand back to slap me again. In an instant, Tucker moved forward, stepping up beside me.
“If you’re going to implement your original plan, then I suggest you get on with things,” Tucker said in a smooth voice. “You never know who might decide to come to the party. Why, Gin Blanco herself could show up out of the blue and ruin things for you.”
Clyde kept glaring at me, clearly wanting to hit me again, but he slowly reined in his temper. “You’re right. Getting access to the shipping yard is the most important thing right now. Maybe Lorelei will be a little more cooperative when we drag her sweet little grandma out of the party.” He jerked his head at the three giants. “Go inside, find the old woman, and tell her that Lorelei is sick in the bathroom. The second you get her alone, bring her out here.”
Even more rage flooded my body, along with a healthy amount of dread. “Leave Mallory out of this.”
Malice filled Clyde’s face. “Nope. Everyone knows how much you love that old woman. You might be able to take a few slaps, but I doubt you’ll be so cavalier when I start hitting her.”
He was right. I would do anything to protect my grandmother, even give Clyde exactly what he wanted. I opened my mouth to tell him that—
“Besides, you know how things work in Ashland. You killed one of my guys, so now I need to kill one of yours in return to save face,” he continued. “Tell me. How did you get the drop on Walter Butler? He was supposed to be one of the best hit men money could buy.”
Beside me, Tucker shifted on his feet, as though suddenly uneasy. The motion was almost imperceptible, and I seemed to be the only one who noticed it, but it told me something important: Tucker had killed Butler.
I thought someone had been watching me in the woods that night. Tucker must have waited until I’d gone back inside my mansion before he’d grabbed Butler’s body, dragged the dead hit man through the woods, stuffed him into a vehicle, and driven away.
But why kill the hit man only to turn me over to Clyde now? Once again, Hugh Tucker was playing a game that only made sense to him.
“Well?” Clyde asked. “How did you kill Butler?”
“He made too much noise breaking into my house,” I lied. “He had an unfortunate accident and cracked his head wide open on the stone patio in my backyard.”
Clyde grinned. “Nice, Lorelei. Very nice. Why, that gives me the perfect idea for how to get rid of you after I get my diamonds.” He gestured over at the stairs. “I’ll snap your neck, bring you back here, and toss you down the steps. Everyone will think you came outside to admire the view and tragically slipped on the snow and ice and fell to your death.”
I snorted again. “Please. This is Ashland. The city of crime, corruption, and secret Circle societies. No one in their right mind will believe that my death was an accident.”
He shrugged. “I don’t care what people believe. Only that I get my diamonds, and you wind up dead.”
I opened my mouth to snipe back at him, but he snapped his fingers, cutting me off.
“Actually, I have an even better idea.” Clyde grinned again, then lifted his gun and aimed it at Tucker. “If I’m going to get my hands dirty, then I might as well kill Hugh too.”




Chapter Eight


Tucker tensed ever so slightly, although he gave Clyde a bored look, as if the gun aimed at his chest was of little consequence. “What are you doing? Put that thing away.” 
Clyde laughed, but it was a low, ugly sound. “Oh, please. How big of an idiot do you think I am? I tell a few folks that I’m getting Lorelei’s shipping yard one way or another, and the next thing I know, you’re calling and just begging to come work for me.” He shook his head. “I’ve never claimed to be the smartest guy in Ashland, but I’m not completely stupid.”
“Pointing a gun at me is most definitely a stupid thing to do,” Tucker said, his voice as cold as the wind gusting over the terrace.
Clyde laughed again. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that, tough guy. I saw how you looked at Lorelei the night we ran into her at Underwood’s—like she was a big, juicy steak you wanted to sink your fangs into. And then what do I find tonight? The two of you sucking face in the bathroom like a couple of teenagers who can’t keep their hands off each other.”
I glanced at Tucker, but he was focused on Clyde, his face as hard as I’d ever seen it. Another man, a smarter man, would have been very, very concerned about the barely restrained rage glinting in Tucker’s eyes, but, like Clyde had said, he was far from the smartest man in Ashland.
“So as soon as I get my diamonds, you’re also going to have a fatal accident, just like Lorelei is.” Clyde jerked his head at Tucker. “Move. Now. Or I’ll forgo the accident part altogether and shoot you where you stand. I need her to get into the shipping yard, not you.”
Tucker’s lips flattened out into a thin line, and that muscle twitched in his jaw again. He kept staring at Clyde, as though debating whether his vampiric speed would let him attack Clyde before the other man pulled the trigger. But Tucker must have realized that not even he was that fast, because he moved to the right.
Two of the giants stepped forward and clamped their hands around Tucker’s arms, but he looked at me instead of them. His lips quirked up into a tiny grin, and I found myself smiling back at him. Hugh Tucker was a survivor, just like I was, and we were going to get through this—together.
Clyde turned away from the two giants, thinking they were capable of handling Tucker. Definitely not the smartest man in Ashland. This time, he jerked his head at me. “Come here. It’s time to take that ride over to your shipping yard.”
Just like Tucker, I did as commanded. Not because I was afraid of Clyde shooting me but because it got me—and especially him—closer to the icicles hanging off the edge of the resort roof.
“What else did Raymond tell you about me?” I asked.
Clyde’s eyebrows drew together in thought. “Not much. Just that you were a whiny bitch who couldn’t keep her mouth shut and was always crying to her mama about every little thing.”
“Whiny bitch?” I nodded. “Yeah, that sounds about right. Raymond was never very creative. Not with his insults and especially not with his magic.”
“What does that matter? Your brother is dead, and you’re going to be joining him soon enough.”
I grinned. “Oh, it matters quite a lot. Raymond might not have been terribly creative with his magic, but I am extremely creative with mine.”
“Like I give a fuck about your magic,” Clyde growled. “Now, come along quietly, or I’ll shoot you in the kneecap, and you’ll be too busy screaming to do anything else.”
“Sure,” I replied, holding my hands up. “Whatever you say.”
Clyde eyed me, but he took a step back and glanced over at the third giant. “Go get the car—”
The second he looked away, I snapped up my hands even higher and blasted the resort roof with my Ice magic.
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One after another, all those long, jagged icicles broke off the edge of the roof and dropped straight down onto Clyde’s head, pelting him like a blizzard of icy nails. He yelped and staggered away, but I lunged after him.
Clyde cursed and lifted his gun to shoot me, but this time, I sent out a blast of metal magic, and his gun flew out of his hand, hit the terrace, and skittered away across the snow-covered flagstones.
He cursed again and chased after the weapon. I started to follow him, but a hand grabbed my arm, stopping me short. That same hand yanked me backward, and I bumped up against the chest of the third giant.
“You’re not going anywhere!” he snarled.
Metal elementals weren’t all that common. Even when people knew you had that kind of magic, they just never considered all the many, many ways you could use your power against them or just how much metal they constantly carried around, like on their clothes.
My gaze dropped to the silver pin shaped like an oversize dollar sign nestled in the center of the giant’s tie. A grin spread across my face.
“What are you smiling at?” the giant growled.
Instead of answering him, I swiped out with my left hand, as though I was trying to claw his eyes out. The giant jerked his head back and dropped my other arm. The second I was free, I reached up and grabbed his tiepin with my right hand. With my elemental power, I didn’t even have to rip it out of the silk, and the metal came to me quickly and easily, like a magnet clacking against my skin. A second wave of magic made the silver as pliable as putty, while a third wave of power changed the dollar sign, reshaping it into a small dagger with a razor-sharp point adorning the tip.
The giant growled and reached for me again. “What are you doing—”
I snapped my hand up and stabbed the reshaped tiepin straight into his left eye. The giant screamed, even as blood and other, more disgusting things spurted out of his face. I ripped the pin out of his eye and twirled it around in my fingers. Another wave of my magic reshaped the metal again, making the point even longer and sharper than before.
The giant staggered away, but I grabbed the end of his tie, yanked him back toward me, and buried the pin in the side of his neck. The giant screamed again, and even more blood spurted out of him than before, indicating that I’d hit something vital. Excellent.
My fingers were wet and slippery with the giant’s blood, and I couldn’t pry the pin out of his neck, so I settled for shoving him away. He stumbled over one of the firepits and flopped down onto the terrace, his screams trailing off as his body shut down.
I whirled around to face another enemy. The two giants holding on to Tucker were staring at me, their mouths gaping in shock. They were so surprised by my killing their buddy that they weren’t paying the slightest bit of attention to the vampire.
Last mistake they ever made.
Tucker casually shrugged off one giant’s hand, not at all bothered by the other man’s enormous strength and tight grip. Then he pivoted the other way, flinging off the second giant’s hand as easily as he had the first. The smooth motions reminded me of a tiger stretching right before it killed its prey.
And Hugh Tucker was most definitely in a killing mood.
The first giant stumbled away, but the second man drew his fist back to punch the vampire. Despite the height difference between them, Tucker reached up, grabbed the giant’s head, and snapped the other man’s neck. He released the dead giant, who flopped down to the ground.
The first giant stared at Tucker, his mouth still gaping in shock, but some tiny part of his brain must have realized how much danger he was in, because he fumbled for the gun holstered to his belt. Tucker just stared at him, calmly watching while the other man grabbed the weapon and aimed it at him.
The moment reminded me of the vampire resolutely staring up at one of the stone balconies of the Mitchell mansion as it came crashing down toward him. Tucker would have just accepted his fate and let that rock crush him if I hadn’t pulled him out of the way. Well, he might have a death wish, but I was prepared to save him again, even if it didn’t seem like he wanted to be saved. I stepped forward and reached for my metal magic, ready to rip the gun out of the giant’s hand—
A small smile curved Tucker’s lips, and he finally moved.
The vampire morphed into a black blur moving almost too fast to follow. In an instant, Tucker had closed the distance between himself and the giant. In the next one, he’d ripped the gun out of the other man’s hand and tossed it aside. The giant growled and took a swing at him, but Tucker ducked the blow, moving as smoothly and quickly as black ink spreading across a blank page.
He launched himself at the giant, and they both fell to the terrace. The giant snarled and flailed around with his fists, but Tucker dodged the frantic blows. He opened his mouth, and his fangs glinted an eerie, almost electric white in the golden light. Then Tucker snapped his head down and buried his fangs in the giant’s throat.
The other man screamed and then screamed again as Tucker ripped his fangs out of the giant’s neck. Blood sprayed everywhere, and the giant let out a sharp, keening wail that made goose bumps zip down my arms. He dropped back down to the ground, blood rapidly pooling under his body.
Tucker rolled off the giant, popped back up onto his feet, and faced me. Blood dripped down his chin and spattered onto his white shirt, but his black hair was still perfectly in place, and he wasn’t even breathing hard. Annoying, frustrating, and deadly. A dangerously attractive combination. That hum in my body intensified, and I started to cross the terrace and make sure he was okay—
A hand grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. Before I could fight back, Clyde shoved his gun up against my stomach. I froze. Tucker growled and started forward, but Clyde shook his head in warning.
“Uh-uh. You stay right there, Hugh,” he snarled. “Unless you want to watch your girlfriend bleed out.”
Tucker stopped, but rage glinted in his eyes, and his hands curled into fists, his knuckles as white as the snow covering the terrace.
Clyde stared down at the three giants we’d killed. “What a bloody mess. You two just had to make trouble, didn’t you?”
“Says the man holding a gun on me,” I snarked back.
“Shut up,” he snapped.
Clyde spun me around and hooked his arm around my neck, using me as a human shield, even as he kept his gun pressed up against my side.
“You stay right there, Hugh,” he warned. “And don’t even think about trying to follow us, or I’ll shoot Lorelei in the gut. That’s a really painful way to die, and you don’t want that, right?”
Tucker growled again, and the sound reverberated in my ears, joining that strange, delicious hum that was vibrating through the rest of my body.
“Don’t worry about me,” I called out. “I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it for a long time now.”
Tucker’s gaze flicked to the giant I’d killed. “I never doubted you, Ms. Parker. I was just trying to do the gentlemanly thing and spare you from Clyde’s less-than-honorable intentions.”
“And they say that chivalry is dead,” I drawled. “How very kind of you, Mr. Tucker.”
Another one of those small smiles curved his lips, making him look even more handsome, despite the blood coating his mouth, chin, and neck.
“Shut up,” Clyde snarled again, and started dragging me backward. “No one is interested in your not-so-witty banter.”
Tucker’s eyes narrowed in thought. He was clearly calculating whether he could kill Clyde before Clyde shot me. But I didn’t need Hugh Tucker to rescue me. I was more than capable of saving myself.
Clyde kept dragging me backward, and I turned my head to the side so I could see where we were going. A few feet later, he had to stop and navigate around one of the firepits. He hesitated, then stepped to his left, moving over to the stone railing that lined the edge of the terrace. Perfect.
I reached out and ran my hand over the top of the railing, curling my fingers and gathering up the snow lying there. The chunks of snow weren’t nearly as big, hard, and solid as the icicles I’d cracked off the roof earlier, but they would do the job. Just about anything would if you were creative enough with it.
And I was very, very creative with my magic.
Clyde wasn’t an elemental, so he didn’t sense my Ice power, and he didn’t seem to notice my hand dragging through the snow or the cold crystals sticking to my fingers like glue. Tucker wasn’t an elemental either, but his eyes narrowed a little more, and he tilted his head to the side, watching me. He knew I was up to something. He just didn’t know what it was yet.
Clyde reached the stairs in the center of the terrace. He dropped his arm from around my neck and turned me around about halfway, so that I was standing more beside him than in front of him.
Clyde jabbed his gun into my side again, as if I needed a reminder that it was there. “We’re going down the stairs. Don’t try anything funny, or I’ll shoot you right here and now and go get the diamonds myself.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of trying anything funny,” I drawled.
Suspicion filled his face, but I held up my right hand, as though I was meekly surrendering and giving in to all the awful things he wanted to do to me.
Tucker stepped forward, as though he was going to charge at Clyde after all.
The crime boss predictably looked in that direction. “I told you to stay put, you back-stabbing traitor—”
The second he glanced away from me, I brought up my left hand, which was filled with snow, and smashed the icy wad of it into Clyde’s face, right over his nose and mouth.
And then I glued it there.
I might not be the strongest elemental around, might not have half the magic that Gin Blanco and all the other powerhouses did, but you didn’t have to be strong to kill someone with magic, just smart. And if there was one small, positive thing that had come out of dealing with my father and my brother, it was that they—and especially my mother—had made me smart and, perhaps more important, sneaky, determined, and ruthless.
So I shoved the snow as far up Clyde’s nose as it would go and coated his mouth with what was left. Then I sent out another blast of magic. Instead of falling harmlessly away from his face, the snow stuck to his skin, the tiny flakes driven deep into his flesh by my cold, focused power.
Clyde made a choking sound, and he raised his free hand, trying to claw the snow off his nose and mouth. He managed to chip away a few chunks, ripping out his skin along with them, and blood welled up all around the snow, looking like a garish ring of red lipstick on his face.
Clyde kept clawing and clawing at the snow, desperately trying to tear it off so he could suck some air down into his lungs. He might have had a mix of giant and dwarven blood, might have been incredibly strong, but he still needed to breathe. Something he couldn’t do right now, thanks to my little trick.
Desperation filled Clyde’s eyes, but he still had enough wits left to point his gun at me again. I reached for my metal magic to wrench it out of his hand—
Quick as a blink, Tucker crossed the terrace, plucked the weapon out of Clyde’s hand, and shoved the other man away from me. Clyde staggered back, still trying to claw the snow off his face. He tripped over one of the dead giants and lurched forward—right into the open space where the stairs were.
For a split second, Clyde hung in midair, like a diver launching himself off a platform over a swimming pool. Then he plummeted downward, and his head hit one of the steps with a sharp, audible crack. Gravity pulled him down several more steps before he finally came to rest on his back. Blood pooled under his head, but his eyes were already fixed and still, and he was obviously dead.
Side by side, Tucker and I stood there, staring down at Clyde’s body.
“Neat trick,” Tucker said, breaking the silence. “I’ve never seen an elemental kill someone with a snowball before.”
“What can I say? I have many hidden talents.”
“Yes, you do,” he murmured. “Yes, you do.”
He stared at me, and I looked right back at him. That hum in my body grew even louder and stronger than before, and I swayed toward him, despite the fact that we were both covered in blood and snow—
“What happened out here?” a familiar voice snapped in a peevish tone.
Tucker and I whirled around. Silvio was standing on the terrace, his hands planted on his hips. Liam was lurking behind him, surveying the bodies with a curious gaze.
“Well?” Silvio demanded. “What do you two have to say for yourselves?”
I shrugged. “You asked me if I had anything nefarious going on. Well, this is what nefarious looks like.”
“I respectfully disagree,” Tucker chimed in. “There’s far too much blood and way too many bodies for this to be merely nefarious. Slaughterous, perhaps.”
“Slaughterous isn’t even a word,” I replied.
He grinned. “Well, maybe it should be.”
I grinned back at him.
“Well, unbelievable is most definitely a word, and it fits the two of you perfectly,” Silvio said, his voice even more peevish than before. “I can’t believe you two are flirting with each other at a time like this.”
“What’s the matter?” I asked. “You were the one who was saying how bored you were at the Pork Pit the other day. Why, the way you were talking, I would think you would welcome a little excitement.”
Silvio threw his hands up into the air. “I don’t mind dealing with dead bodies—during normal working hours. When your boss is an assassin, it’s part of the job description. But this . . .” He gestured back and forth between himself and Liam. “This is date night. You don’t leave blood and bodies strewn everywhere on date night!”
“Ah, now, don’t be too hard on them,” Liam said, slinging his arm around Silvio’s shoulders. “Maybe Lorelei and Tucker just have a different definition of date night from ours.”
Silvio sniffed and crossed his arms over his chest, as if he couldn’t even fathom such a thing.
Me? Maybe I’d been hanging out with Gin too long, but I kind of liked this version of date night.
“Come on,” Liam said, a wheedling note creeping into his voice. “Admit it. You live for this sort of stuff. It’s part of what makes you such a terrific assistant—and such a great friend.”
Silvio sniffed again, but he lowered his arms. “Fine. You’re right. I’ll admit that part of me is already thinking about the best way to get rid of these bodies.” He brightened. “Let me text Sophia. I’m sure she has room in the trunk of her car for them. And then that way, I don’t have to worry about messing up my van, especially since I just had it detailed.”
Liam grinned. Silvio grinned back at him, then pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket.
“Thank you, Silvio,” I said. “I owe you one.”
He waved his hand at me, already lost in his device. “No worries, Lorelei. That’s what friends are for.”
Since Silvio and Liam had things under control, I turned to Tucker. “I should get cleaned up and sneak back into the party before Mallory realizes what happened. I don’t want to ruin her big night. Especially since she held the party specifically while Gin was gone in hopes that this sort of thing wouldn’t happen.”
Tucker held his arm out to me. “May I escort you back inside, Ms. Parker?”
I threaded my arm through his. “Why, that would be absolutely delightful, Mr. Tucker.”
Together, the two of us strolled off the terrace, leaving the blood and bodies behind.
Yep, by Ashland standards, it was a perfect date night.




Chapter Nine


Tucker and I returned to the bathroom, which was still empty. 
I washed the blood off my face, hands, and arms and made sure that none was visible on my dress. I also grabbed my purse from the floor, plucked out the comb and compact inside, and fixed my hair and makeup. Tucker scrubbed the blood off his mouth, but it wouldn’t come out of his white shirt.
He dried his hands, tossed the paper towel into the trash, and faced me. “I should go finish cleaning up. And you should return to the party before Mallory misses you.”
He was right. I should go, but I wanted some answers first.
“Why did you kill Walter Butler, the hit man Clyde sent after me?”
Tucker shifted on his feet, as though suddenly uncomfortable. “You know why.”
“No, actually, I don’t. Sometimes I think I know you so well. But other times, you are a complete and utter mystery.”
“An annoying, frustrating, and stubborn mystery?” he asked in a teasing tone.
“Yes. All of those things and many others,” I growled, tired of playing word games—and all the other games we seemed to be playing with each other. “Just tell me why you did it. And especially why you tried to hide the hit man’s body afterward.”
He kept shifting on his feet, as though the motion would somehow make my question disappear. Finally, he sighed, stilled, and raised his eyes to mine.
“Because I like you far more than I have liked anyone in a long time,” Tucker replied. “And I didn’t want you to feel beholden to me, not for one instant, not for the smallest thing.”
He sighed again, and weary resignation rippled through his long, slow exhale. “I know what it’s like when someone does something for you and then expects something even greater in return. Not just expects it but demands it. When they put a hefty price tag on the help you so desperately need. And not a monetary price but something far more precious, little bits of your heart and soul and conscience and self-esteem that they take for themselves, one bloody favor at a time.”
“Someone like Mason Mitchell?” I asked in a soft voice.
Tucker nodded, the jerk of his head as sharp as a silverstone knife slicing through the air. “Yes. After my father’s gambling debts became too large and public to hide, Mason approached me. He was just starting his rise to power within the Circle, and he said he needed someone like me on his side, someone to help enact his vision for the group, a vision that would make us all richer and more powerful than we’d ever imagined. I was young and stupid at the time, and Mason was deceptively charismatic, so I foolishly believed him. I didn’t see Mason for the monster he truly was until it was far too late, and he had already cost me much more than I had ever wanted to spend.”
A haunted look filled his face, but I didn’t ask what he was remembering—or what price he’d paid for Mason’s greed and cruelty.
“The Circle had always dealt in various illegal enterprises in Ashland, and my father consorted with all sorts of unsavory people, gamblers, loan sharks, and the like. Anyone who would front him money, or play poker with him, or meet him for drinks at the casino or horse track that was his latest gambling obsession. So I didn’t have a problem with Mason’s vision for Ashland, not back then. Plus, it seemed like the only way to save my mother and the rest of my family from financial ruin.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Mason claimed that he would take care of all my father’s debts, if only I would work for him.”
“And you did.”
Tucker nodded. “Mason was throwing me what seemed like a life preserver. I just didn’t realize at the time that it was really an anchor.”
His head dropped, his shoulders slumped, and his gaze fell to the tile floor, as if just thinking about all the awful things he’d done for Mason was another anchor dragging him down, down, down.
After several long, silent seconds, Tucker lifted his head and stared at me again. More of that weary resignation creased his face, and he looked utterly exhausted, far more exhausted than he had seemed even while he was recovering from almost dying at Mason’s hands.
“I’ve done horrible things, Lorelei. Terrible, evil, unspeakable things. And I would have kept right on doing them if Gin hadn’t learned about the Circle and killed Mason.” Tucker’s voice was low and raspy, but his words tolled out as loudly as a bell, as if marking each and every one of those dark, despicable, dirty deeds.
My heart ached for him, for everything he’d been through, for the awful position his father had put him in and the terrible things he’d had to do in order to survive. I opened my mouth to tell him that I understood, and especially that I didn’t feel beholden to him, but Tucker gave me a sad, rueful smile.
“Mallory is probably wondering where you are. Good night, Ms. Parker.”
Tucker tipped his head to me, then opened the door and stepped outside, leaving me alone in the bathroom with his confession still echoing in the air all around me.
[image: image-placeholder]I stared at the closed door for several seconds. Then I shook off my daze. What was I doing? I needed to go after Tucker and tell him . . . Well, I wasn’t sure  what I was going to tell him, but I had to try.
So I crossed the bathroom, opened the door, and stepped into the corridor, but of course, Tucker was long gone. I cursed the vampire’s speed, but I headed to my right, away from the noise of the ballroom. Tucker wouldn’t go there, which meant he was probably somewhere deeper in the resort—
“Pumpkin! There you are!” Mallory’s voice boomed through the corridor. “Where have you been?”
I plastered a smile on my face, spun around, and walked over to her. “Sorry. It got a little hot and stuffy inside the ballroom, so I stepped outside to get some cool, fresh air.”
Mallory arched an eyebrow. “Really? Is that why there are bloodstains all over your dress?”
I glanced down, but I didn’t see any stains on the blue fabric, just a few damp spots from where I had already dabbed the blood away.
“What bloodstains?” I chirped in a bright voice.
Her eyebrow arched a little higher. “I’m more than three hundred years old, pumpkin. I can tell when you’re lying. Plus, Silvio and Liam left the party several minutes ago, along with Sophia, and none of them has come back. You disappearing, along with the three of them, is a sure sign of trouble. So you might as well tell me what’s going on.”
I sighed, but I had never been able to sneak anything past my grandmother, so I filled her in on everything that had happened over the past few days, from Clyde O’Neal threatening me, to Tucker killing the hit man outside my mansion, to our fight with Clyde and his giants tonight.
“Silvio and Liam are outside dealing with the bodies, along with Sophia,” I said, finishing my story.
Mallory crossed her arms over her chest. “Why didn’t you tell me about any of this before now?”
“I didn’t want to ruin your party.”
She huffed. “Please. I was expecting something like this to happen. Why do you think I invited Silvio, Liam, and Sophia in the first place?”
I frowned. “Because they’re our friends, and you wanted them to celebrate with you and Mosley?”
“Of course they’re our friends, and I did want them to celebrate with Stuey and me. I love them all dearly.”
“I hear a but in your voice.”
Mallory grinned. “But they also happen to be very handy in certain situations. Besides, I learned an important lesson about planning parties a long time ago.”
“What lesson?”
She shrugged. “That bad things are bound to happen in Ashland, especially at parties, so it’s best to be prepared. And that nobody can handle bad things like us and our friends.”
Laughter erupted out of my lips, loosening the knots of tension in my chest. I might be creative with my magic, but my grandmother was the smartest person I knew, which was one of the many reasons she was my hero.
“Well, now that you know what’s going on, I should go help Silvio and the others.”
A hopeful look filled Mallory’s face. “Will Hugh Tucker be helping you too? Because a man like that could help with all sorts of things.”
“Grandma!” I playfully swatted her shoulder. “In case you’ve forgotten, you are a married woman.”
A blush spread across her cheeks, and a soft, dreamy look filled her blue eyes. “A very happily married woman.” Her gaze sharpened. “But you, my dear, are quite single, and Hugh Tucker is quite handsome. Even better, he actually has a brain in that attractive noggin of his. And perhaps best of all, he looks at you the same way my Stuey looks at me.”
“How is that?” I asked.
“Like he would do anything for you,” Mallory replied. “Even hide out in the woods in the middle of a cold winter night to protect you from a killer and not take any credit for it after the fact.”
She was right, but I still hesitated. “But what about everything he did for Mason and the rest of the Circle? Tucker might not have been at your wedding reception, but he still had a hand in ruining it. Just like he had a hand in kidnapping me, Gin, and Bria from the Posh boutique and in threatening me in the Circle cemetery outside the Mitchell mansion.”
“Sure, Tucker has done a lot of bad things to us, but we’ve done some bad things to him in return.” She gave me a chiding look. “You did stab him in the thigh with an Ice dagger and then basically hold him prisoner in a shipping container for a couple of weeks.”
I grimaced at the reminders. “So?”
“So I’d say we’re all more or less even. I can overlook those things for you, pumpkin. The question is, can you overlook and forgive him for them yourself?”
I thought of the raw pain and aching sadness in Tucker’s voice when he’d told me about his father and the Circle and how he didn’t want me to feel beholden to him the way he had been to Mason Mitchell. How we both constantly bottled up our feelings and put on a calm face for everyone around us. How we’d both been stuck in horrible situations and still survived them. But most of all, I thought of how my heart quickened and my entire body hummed whenever I was near him.
“I’m an idiot,” I muttered.
Mallory nodded. “People often are when matters of the heart are involved.”
“I should go find him.” I glanced up and down the corridor again. “But he’s probably already left the resort, and I have no idea where to look for him.”
“Try room 1320.”
I blinked. “What?”
“Room 1320, here at the resort,” Mallory replied. “That’s where Tucker is staying. He’s been here ever since the night of the fight at the Mitchell mansion.”
“How do you know that?”
Mallory shrugged again. “Finn and Silvio have their sources, and I have mine. Once Gin told me Tucker was staying in Ashland, I figured he would have to check into a hotel sooner or later. So I asked around, and a friend who works here at the resort was nice enough to email the information to me while Stuey and I were on our honeymoon.”
“So you’ve known that Tucker was staying here this whole time?” Suspicion filled me. “Wait a second. Is that why you had your party here instead of at the country club again?”
A sly grin spread across her wrinkled face. “Well, you couldn’t very well run into Tucker if we’d had the party at the country club.”
Another laugh bubbled out of my lips. “I can’t believe you set me up like this. You really are trying to play matchmaker.”
Mallory’s grin widened. “Something like that. I just want you to find the same sort of happiness that I’ve found, whether it’s with Tucker or someone else.”
She stepped forward and hugged me.
“I love you, Grandma,” I rasped, emotion clogging my throat as I returned her hug with an even tighter one of my own.
“Love you too, pumpkin.”
We broke apart. Mallory cleared her throat and blinked back the tears gleaming in her eyes. Me too.
“I really should get back to the party. Stuey and the guests will be wondering where I am. And I believe you have a date to rustle up.” She gave me a saucy wink. “I’ll call you in the morning, and you can give me all the juicy details.”
“Is that so?” I asked, a smile spreading across my face.
“Absolutely.” Mallory patted my arm, then headed back toward the ballroom.
I waited until she had vanished around the corner, then strode in the opposite direction. A minute later, I reached a bank of elevators and stepped inside one. The door slid shut, but the car didn’t move. I stared at the panel, my index finger hovering over the button marked 13.
Doubt crept over me. About myself, my feelings for Tucker, and especially his for me. But everyone else was moving on with their lives, and it was time for me to do the same. And right now, I wanted Hugh Tucker. I’d worry about everything else later.
I punched the button, and the elevator started to rise.




Chapter Ten


I got off on the appropriate floor and made my way to room 1320, which was located at the end of the corridor. Before I lost my nerve, I raised my hand and knocked on the door. A few seconds later, it opened, and Tucker appeared. 
He’d shed his ruined tuxedo jacket, bow tie, and cummerbund, although he was still wearing his white shirt and black pants. His shirt was unbuttoned, and his feet were bare, which somehow made him even more ridiculously attractive.
Surprise filled his face. “Lorelei? What are you doing here?”
Instead of answering, I stepped past him and found myself in a luxury suite, complete with a kitchen and a sitting area filled with chairs and a long couch arranged in front of a fireplace. A door off to the right led into the bedroom, along with an attached bathroom.
I tossed my purse down onto the kitchen counter, then faced him. “I came here to tell you that you’re wrong.”
“About what?”
“Pretty much everything.”
I stepped out of my kitten heels and used my foot to scoot them off to the side.
He frowned. “What are you doing?”
I gestured at his bare feet. “Just leveling the playing field.”
His frown deepened, but he kept staring at me. “Okay. So what, exactly, am I wrong about?”
“For starters, the notion that I might feel beholden to you for saving me from that hit man.” I reached around and tugged down the zipper on the back of my dress. “I wanted to make it crystal-clear right from the start that I feel no such beholdenment.”
“That’s not a word,” he protested.
“It is now.”
I drew the dress down off my arms, stepped out of it, and scooped it up off the floor. Then I folded the garment and set it on the kitchen counter next to my purse. The air was a bit cool, and I shivered in my blue bra and matching undies. Tucker’s gaze trailed over my body, and suddenly, I wasn’t cold at all.
“As for you doing bad things, well, I’ve probably done just as many, including killing my own brother. It doesn’t get much darker and more vicious than that. So I would say we are evenly matched in that regard.”
He didn’t respond, but his gaze remained locked on my body, and his hands clenched into fists, as though he was fighting the urge to reach for me.
“Something else you should know is that I like to be prepared.” I opened my purse and drew out a condom. I showed it to him, then set it down on the counter. “I also take birth control pills.”
He still didn’t respond, but his fists clenched a little tighter, his knuckles standing out like white stars against his tan skin.
“Now, I could be wrong, but it seems like we’ve spent the past several weeks doing this weird sort of flirting and tiptoeing around our mutual attraction. Well, I don’t want to tiptoe around anything anymore. So I came here to tell you what I want, what I’ve wanted for a long time now—and that is you, Mr. Tucker.”
“This is a bad idea,” he rasped, although his gaze never left my body.
I strolled forward, swinging my hips just a bit, and stopped right in front of him. “See? There you go again, being wrong about everything. Because I happen to think it’s an excellent idea.”
He kept staring at me. When it was clear he wasn’t going to make the first move, I reached up, pushed the flaps of his shirt aside, and smoothed my hands down his bare chest. He sucked in a ragged breath, and his muscles bunched and flexed under my light, teasing touch.
“So warm and firm,” I murmured.
He still didn’t move, so I stepped forward and buried my face in the crook of his neck. His cologne washed over me, and the spicy scent made my head spin. Mmm.
I drew back and looked up at him. Hunger filled his face, and the raw, naked emotion made me shiver again, this time in anticipation.
Tucker loosened his fists, then slowly reached up and cupped my cheek. He trailed his fingertips down my face and throat, stopping at the pulse that was hammering in my neck.
“I can hear your heart,” he rasped again, a note of wonder in his voice. “Beating hard and fast, just like mine is.”
He grabbed my hand and placed it on his own heart as if to confirm his words. I flattened my palm against his chest, drinking in the delicious warmth of his skin against mine. Then I curled my other hand around his neck and drew his mouth down to mine.
All my previous restraint vanished the instant our lips touched. I plunged my tongue into Tucker’s mouth, and he growled low in his throat and kissed me back just as fiercely. Suddenly, I couldn’t kiss him quick enough, couldn’t touch him long enough, couldn’t feel enough of him pressing up against me. I tugged impatiently on the sides of his shirt, trying to shove it out of the way. Tucker drew back and ripped it off, then stepped into my arms again.
We spun around and around, lips and tongues clashing together time and time again, even as our hands roamed all over each other’s body. Somehow I ended up with my back against the door. Tucker stood before me, his gaze raking over me again.
“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured in a low, reverent voice. “Inside and out. Far too beautiful for me.”
His compliment warmed me from head to toe, inside and out, and I crooked my finger at him. “Then come here and show me exactly how beautiful you think I am.”
A devilish grin spread across his face, and he stepped forward.
Tucker kissed me again, his hands gliding up my back, and I moved away from the door so that he could unhook my bra. I slid it down my arms and tossed it aside. Tucker’s hands landed on my breasts, and he rolled one nipple in his fingers, while he bent down and sucked on the other one.
I moaned and arched back. Every gentle tweak and hard suck sent a fresh wave of desire spiking through my body, and a wet heat pooled between my thighs. I reached down and stroked his thick, hard erection through his pants, wanting to bring him the same sort of pleasure he was giving me. Tucker hissed out a breath and drew back, his black eyes glimmering with desire.
I stroked him a few seconds longer, then opened his pants and slid my hand inside. My fingers closed around his erection, and he hissed again, his lips drawing back and his fangs flashing like pointed white pearls in his mouth.
“I’ve dreamed about you touching me like this,” he said in a low, strained voice. “And touching you in return.”
“Really?” I drawled, still stroking him. “What did you have in mind?”
Tucker’s hands settled on my waist. He tugged on the edges of my panties, and I moved away from the door so that he could drop to his knees and slide them down my legs. I stepped out of the panties and kicked them aside. Still on his knees, Tucker grinned, leaned forward, and put his mouth on me.
He fell into the same rhythm he’d lavished on my breasts, gentle tweaks and long, hard sucks that made one wave of pleasure after another crash over me. I fell back against the door, squirming, trembling, and moaning even louder than before, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted more—more of him.
So I grabbed his shoulders and tugged him back up my body. He came willingly, and this time, I went to work on his pants, sliding them down, along with his black boxers. I stroked him again, and he trembled against me the same way I had trembled against him.
Tucker backed me up against the door again and caught my mouth in another deep, hungry kiss. I ran my fingers through his hair, finally mussing the silky locks the way I had wanted to for weeks now. Tucker rained kisses down my neck, stopping to tease my throat with his teeth.
“Bite me,” I rasped.
His lips froze on my neck, and he slowly drew back and looked at me.
“In the shipping container, you told me how good that could be, if both parties are willing,” I said, answering the silent question in his eyes. “So bite me.”
“Are you sure?” he asked in a soft voice.
“Yes. Bite me.” I paused. “Please.”
His eyes glowed like black stars, and a wicked grin spread across his face. “Well, since you said please . . .”
His lips drew back, revealing his fangs again, and he leaned forward, his gaze focused on my neck. My fingers dug into his shoulders, and my breath hitched in anticipation.
I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but his fangs slid into my skin with the faintest, smallest sting of pain. A shudder rippled through him, and that hum in my own body grew a little louder. Tucker drew in a long, slow, deep breath, then sucked on my neck, using his lips on my skin and his fangs deeper inside me.
That small sting of pain vanished, replaced by a pulse of pure desire that rocketed through my entire body. Tucker sucked on my neck again. It was a small, soft, gentle motion, as though he was taking a sip of a fine wine and wanted to savor every single drop, but I felt the sensation all the way down into my bones. A sharp, pounding ache erupted between my legs, and I squirmed around, trying to get even closer to him, trying to feel every last inch of him pressing into me the same way his fangs were.
“You taste like snow and steel,” Tucker murmured against my skin. “Delicious.”
“More. Now. Please.” I rasped out the words, my desire for him so intense that I didn’t want to waste time trying to form a coherent sentence.
Tucker drew back, plucked the condom off the counter, and covered himself with it. Then he grabbed my hips and lifted me up. I locked my legs around his waist. He stared at me, another silent question in his eyes. I nodded, and he moved forward, pressing my back against the door.
We kissed, our tongues dancing and dueling together. Then Tucker’s lips slid down my neck, and his fangs sank into my skin again. Another small sting shot through me, but this one was far more pleasure than pain, and I shuddered at the sensation.
Tucker drew in another breath, as though steadying himself, then sucked on my neck and thrust deep inside me at the same time. I gasped at how good it felt.
“More. Now. Please.” Once again, I didn’t bother with a complete sentence.
Tucker surged forward again and again and again, matching the rhythm of his thrusts to every drop of blood he pulled out of my neck. I dug my hands into his back, yanking him closer and urging him on at the same time.
Stings of pain, spikes of pleasure. It was all one and the same, with our hearts beating as hard and fast as our bodies were rocking together.
It was everything I’d ever dreamed it would be and more—so much more.
Tucker thrust into me again and groaned, finding his release. As his body bucked against mine, he took a long, slow drag on my neck, and an orgasm ripped through me as well. Fire exploded in my body, bringing with it a sweet, intense rush of feeling, like a thousand little heart stings hitting me all at once.




Chapter Eleven


I wasn’t sure how much time passed before the amazing, intense high faded, and I slowly came back to myself. 
Tucker removed his fangs from my neck. He kissed the spot where he had bitten me, then lifted his head. His black eyes blazed with the same warmth I felt in my own heart. He withdrew from my body, but instead of letting me down, he carried me into the other room and gently placed me on the bed. I collapsed back against the pillows, too satisfied and sated to do anything else right now.
Tucker went into the bathroom, disposed of the condom, and washed his hands. A few seconds later, he returned carrying a glass of water.
“Here. Drink this. You need to stay hydrated.”
I took the water and started sipping it. Tucker lay down next to me and drew a blanket up over our bodies. I finished the water and set the glass on the nightstand. Then I lay down next to him, resting my hand on his chest.
Thump-thump-thump.
His heart was still beating hard and fast, and the rhythm reminded me of our bodies coming together time and time again.
“Did that live up to your expectations, Ms. Parker?” Tucker asked, a teasing note in his voice.
“And then some, Mr. Tucker. How was it for you?”
“Exceptional. Phenomenal. Sensational.”
I grinned, scooted forward, and kissed him again. We broke apart, and his eyes glittered with fresh heat.
His hand crept around to my back, and he started drawing circles on my skin. Each light skim of his fingertips made a delicious shiver sweep through me.
“You got your fantasy about me biting you,” Tucker murmured, even more heat sparking in his eyes. “Well, I have some fantasies of my own when it comes to you.”
“Really?” I purred. “Well, why don’t you start from the top, and we’ll work our way down your list?”
“With pleasure,” he murmured, and lowered his lips to mine again.
[image: image-placeholder]We spent the rest of the night exploring our various fantasies, some of which were mutual and all of which were quite enjoyable. 
Early the next morning, I woke up nestled in Tucker’s arms. For a long time, I just lay there, watching the sunlight and shadows sweep across his face and body, which were both soft and relaxed with sleep. The longer I lay there, the more a hard truth settled in my heart.
Somehow, despite all the danger and dark deeds that had transpired between us, I had fallen for Hugh Tucker, and I had no idea what to do about my feelings for him.
“I didn’t realize you enjoyed watching other people sleep,” he murmured, cracking his eyes open. “It’s a bit creepy.”
“Just you,” I replied, startled by the honesty in my voice. “You are a very watchable person, even while asleep. I never know what you’re going to do next.”
“I could say the same thing about you.”
I scooted a little closer, and his arm curled around me. We stayed in bed, dozing and drinking in each other’s presence . . . until a loud chirp emanated from the kitchen.
Tucker’s eyes snapped open. “Is that an alarm?”
I groaned and sat up. “Yes, my alarm. Unfortunately, I have some interviews this morning.”
“Interviews? For what?”
I wrapped a blanket around my body and stood up. “An open position in my company. The last person who had the job betrayed me, and I killed him for it. I’ve been looking for a replacement ever since.”
Tucker stared at me, his face unreadable.
“Sorry. I know it’s not the usual morning-after pillow talk.”
He arched an eyebrow. “There is nothing usual about you, Lorelei Parker, which is one of the many things I like about you.”
I grinned, then went into the bathroom and shut the door behind me. I studied my reflection in the mirror. Mussed black hair, bright blue eyes, flushed skin. I looked like someone who was still feeling the afterglow from last night. My gaze dropped to my neck. Two red punctures marred my skin, but they were much smaller than I’d expected. The marks certainly didn’t capture the scope of all the things I’d done with Tucker, and they especially didn’t convey the enormity of all the things I felt for him now.
But I ignored the heart stings reverberating through my chest, locked my feelings down tight, and plastered a smile on my face as I stepped back out into the bedroom where Tucker was waiting.
We both got dressed, me in last night’s dress and him in a fresh suit, and met in the kitchen. He poured me a glass of orange juice, which I gulped down while I checked my phone.
Most of my messages were from Karlotta, reminding me about the interviews and cheerfully threatening to quit herself if I didn’t show up as promised. I sighed. As much as I wanted to stay here in this happy bubble, the real world was waiting, and it was time to return to my regularly scheduled life. Now that Clyde O’Neal was no longer a threat, maybe I would have an easier time picking—and trusting—whomever I hired as my number two. Probably not, given my lack of progress on the matter so far, but I had to try.
I drained the last of my juice, set my glass aside, and faced Tucker, who was leaning up against the kitchen counter.
“Time for the awkward goodbye talk?” he asked in a soft voice.
“Only if you don’t want to see me again.”
He blinked in surprise, as if he hadn’t expected me to say such a thing. I’d surprised myself too, but I wasn’t going to take back my words. I did want to see Tucker again, and not just for a repeat performance of everything we’d done last night. I actually liked the vampire. He was smart and witty and had a dry sense of humor that matched my own.
“You wish to continue our . . . association?” he asked.
“Don’t you?” I countered. “Because it seemed like we both had a pretty good time associating with each other last night.”
“More than just pretty good, Ms. Parker. Don’t sell yourself short. Why, I would go so far as to use words like superb and stupendous to describe our associating.”
Pleasure hummed through me at the compliments. “Aw, Mr. Tucker, you flatter me.”
“I do try, Ms. Parker.”
He grinned at me, and some of the awkwardness between us faded. My phone let out another warning chirp.
“But for right now, I really do have to go.” I hesitated. “Can I . . . call you later?”
He nodded. “I would like that very much.”
I hesitated again, then kissed his cheek and left the suite. The soft click of the door shutting behind me boomed as loudly as a crack of thunder in the quiet corridor.
I stood there, staring at the smooth wood, wondering if we would actually keep the promises we’d just made to each other or if this was really an ending rather than a beginning.
[image: image-placeholder]I shook off my doubt and melancholy, left the resort, and went home. By the time I took a shower, changed clothes, and drove over to the shipping yard, it was almost noon and time for my first interview of the day. 
Karlotta Valdez was sitting at her desk, typing on a keyboard, when I stepped into the office. She was a lovely woman, in her fifties, with short, curly black hair, ebony skin, and brown eyes. Red glasses perched on the end of her nose, the color a perfect match to her stylish pantsuit and glossy lipstick.
Karlotta pointedly looked up at the clock on the wall, then back over at me. “You’re cutting it close. The first interview is supposed to be here in less than fifteen minutes.”
“I know, I know, I’m running late.” I placed a cup on the end of her desk, along with a large box. “But I did bring you a peppermint mocha from the Cake Walk, along with a box of those raspberry cream-cheese Danishes you like so much.”
Karlotta sniffed. “As if I can be bought off with a coffee and some pastries.”
“Well, if you don’t want them . . .”
She scooted both the coffee and the box out of my reach. “I didn’t say that.”
Karlotta cracked open the box, grabbed a Danish, and sank her teeth into the pastry. “Mmm. Scratch that. I can definitely be bought off with a coffee and some pastries.”
She saluted me with the Danish. I grinned and headed into my office. My gaze landed on the fresh pile of manila folders on my desk. I sighed and trudged forward. I needed to review the résumés before folks started arriving for their interviews—
Crack!
Once again, I slammed my knee into the side of that stupid filing cabinet. Pain spiked through my leg, and curses spewed out of my mouth. I drew my leg back to kick the offending metal when I noticed just how far out of line the cabinet was with all the others.
Almost like something was wedged in between it and the wall.
Dimitri Barkov and his crew robbed a fancy jewelry store . . . millions in diamonds . . . Dimitri bragged to me that he still had the stones hidden in his office. Clyde O’Neal’s voice whispered through my mind.
Given everything that had happened with Tucker last night, I’d forgotten what Clyde had revealed about why he’d wanted my shipping yard so badly and the treasure that might still be in here, just waiting for me to find it.
Pain forgotten, I grabbed my phone out of my purse and turned on the flashlight app. Then I crouched down and shone the light behind the filing cabinet. Surely, Dimitri Barkov had picked a better, more discreet and creative hiding place than this . . .
Nope. Dimitri hadn’t been the smartest man in Ashland either. The light landed on a black leather briefcase that was wedged in between the cabinet and the wall. Excitement surged through me. It took me several hard, determined yanks, but I finally pried the briefcase out of its hidey-hole. The motion made me stagger backward, and this time, I rammed my other knee into the side of the desk. Another string of curses spewed out of my mouth.
“Lorelei?” Karlotta’s voice drifted through my closed office door. “Are you okay?”
“Fine!” I yelled. “Just moving some furniture around.”
“Okay,” Karlotta said, although doubt filled her voice. “Let me know if you need any help.”
“Will do!”
I waited a few seconds to make sure she wasn’t going to poke her head inside the office, then slung the briefcase down onto my desk. To my surprise, it wasn’t even locked, so I flipped up the metal flaps and slowly cracked the lid open to reveal . . .
Diamonds—lots of diamonds.
The briefcase was lined with black velvet compartments fitted with tiny clear plastic doors, and each section was filled with diamonds. White, pink, blue, black. The colors were dazzling, as was the way the stones caught and reflected the light.
I let out a low, appreciative whistle. “Hello, gorgeous girls.”
I wasn’t an expert like Mallory, but even I could tell that I was looking at several million dollars in diamonds. No wonder Clyde had been so desperate to get his hands on my shipping yard. A score like this would have solved all his rumored money problems.
A bit dazed by my discovery, I plopped down into my chair. My mind started whirring, wondering what to do next. I couldn’t keep the diamonds in my office. Sure, Clyde O’Neal was dead, but someone in his organization might know that the gemstones were here and come after them—and me.
I rocked back in my chair and weighed my options. I could take the diamonds to First Trust bank. Mosley would be happy to put them in a safety-deposit box until I figured out what to do with them, and Finnegan Lane would be more than willing to help me turn the stones into cash that I could add to my bank accounts. But I hadn’t stolen the diamonds myself, so it didn’t feel right to just keep them. I might be a criminal, but I still earned my money, just like everyone else did—
An idea popped into my mind. Suddenly, I knew exactly what to do with the diamonds. I shut the briefcase and hit a button on my phone.
“Hey, Lorelei,” Karlotta’s voice flooded my office. “Do you need something?”
“Please get a messenger over here. I have a package that needs to be delivered.”




Chapter Twelve


Karlotta helped me box up the briefcase. She didn’t ask what was inside it, although she did do a double take when I revealed whom I wanted it sent to. 
Karlotta frowned. “Are you sure?”
A grin spread across my face. “Absolutely.”
She gave me another confused look, but she summoned the messenger, and we shipped out the box.
I spent the rest of the afternoon interviewing one person after another. Several of the folks were capable, all were supremely confident, and a few were already plotting against me. But none of them was quite right, so I sent them all on their way with empty promises to call as soon as I’d made a decision.
By the time four o’clock rolled around, I was sick of padded résumés, rehearsed answers, and fake smiles. I set the last folder on the discard pile with all the others and resisted the urge to sweep them all off my desk and into the trash can waiting below. It truly was so hard to find good help, especially good criminal help.
I sighed and cracked my neck from side to side, trying to relieve some of the tension that had gathered in my body.
Karlotta knocked on the open door and stepped into my office. “Hey, Lorelei. I’ve got one more person for you to see.”
I gestured at the stack of folders. “But I thought that last woman was the final interview of the day.”
“We have a surprise applicant,” she replied, a strange note in her voice. “They just . . . showed up and asked about the job, so I thought I would see if you felt like doing one more interview.”
I bit back a groan, but I might as well get it over with. “Sure. Send them in.”
Karlotta nodded and moved away from the door. She murmured something, and then the faint scuff of footsteps sounded, heading in this direction. I stood up and plastered a polite smile on my face, trying to ignore the ache in my cheeks—
Hugh Tucker stepped into my office.
His visit wasn’t entirely unexpected, but the sight of him still made my heart race. “What are you doing here?”
“I got your message.” He strode over and placed a familiar black leather briefcase on top of my desk. “I have to admit that I was quite surprised by the contents. No one has ever sent me millions of dollars in diamonds before.”
“What can I say? I’m original that way.”
A grin spread across his lips. “Yes, you are.”
He gestured at the briefcase. “I take it you found the diamonds that Dimitri Barkov stole.”
I pointed over at the filing cabinet, which was still out of line with all the others. “Right over there.”
He nodded. “But why did you send them to me? Why not keep them for yourself?”
“Because I didn’t earn them. You did. You were the one who pretended to work for Clyde O’Neal and took out the hit man he sent after me and then helped me kill him and his men last night. So if anyone deserves those diamonds, it’s you.”
A frown creased his face. “I didn’t do any of that for a briefcase full of diamonds. I didn’t even know about the diamonds until Clyde mentioned them at the resort last night. I just thought he wanted your shipping yard so he could expand his own business.”
Tucker’s words loosened an enormous knot of worry in my chest. He truly hadn’t known about the diamonds, which meant that everything we’d shared last night had been completely genuine. I hadn’t realized how important that distinction was to me until this very moment, but I still needed more answers.
“If you didn’t know about the diamonds, then why did you do all those things?”
“For you,” he replied. “I did them all for you, Lorelei.”
His soft words sent another heart sting shooting through my chest. Despite my best effort to play it cool, I couldn’t stop a pleased grin from spreading across my face. “That’s one of the loveliest things anyone has ever said to me.”
“You should have someone in your life who says lovely things to you every single day,” Tucker replied.
“Are you volunteering for the job?”
“Perhaps.” He straightened up to his full height. “If we can come to acceptable terms.”
Confusion filled me. “Terms about what?”
Tucker nudged the briefcase aside, then reached into his suit jacket, pulled out a folded piece of paper, and handed it to me. I opened the sheet and scanned the contents.
My gaze snapped up to his. “This is a résumé.”
He nodded, squared his shoulders, and smoothed his hand down his tie. “Yes, it is. One typically brings a résumé to a job interview.”
My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You’re here to apply for a job? I thought that was just a line you used to get past Karlotta.”
“Yes, since Gin killed Mason, I find myself without lawful employment.” He paused. “Well, more like unlawful employment, given my previous work history.”
My eyes narrowed. “And you want to work for me? Why?”
“Well, you could obviously use my skills and expertise in your organization.” A sly grin spread across his face. “And I happen to like you far better than any of the other underworld bosses.”
I snorted, but his comment did make me grin in return. Still, my mood quickly turned serious again. “You don’t owe me anything. That’s why I sent you the diamonds. So that neither one of us would be beholden to the other.”
“On the contrary, I owe you everything,” he replied. “And I want to work for you much like Silvio Sanchez works for Gin.”
I frowned again. “What do you mean?”
Tucker held his hands out to his sides. “I don’t know how to do or be anything other than a bad guy, and I have no desire to start my own criminal empire. There’s far too much paperwork involved. So if I’m going to work for an underworld boss, then it should be someone I respect and admire, among other things.”
My heart squeezed tight. “What other things?”
Tucker’s black eyes gleamed in his face. “It’s quite a long list, much longer and far more detailed than we have time for in this interview, so let me sum it up. I care about you, Lorelei, and I want to do everything in my power to ensure your continued health and happiness.”
More warmth filled me at his words, but I forced myself to ask the obvious questions. “How would this work? Given that you know me far better than you do any other underworld boss?”
Tucker shrugged yet again. “Business is business. Here you’re the boss. I will offer advice when asked, but I will always defer to your decisions.”
“And after business hours?” I asked, a husky note creeping into my voice.
Heat sparked in his eyes. “Oh, I think we can mutually defer to each other after business hours.”
An answering grin spread across my face. “Well, then, consider yourself hired, Mr. Tucker.”
“Thank you, Ms. Parker,” he purred. “I believe this is just the beginning of our mutually beneficial relationship.”
He held out his hand, and we shook on it, sealing this new bargain between us.
[image: image-placeholder]Since Tucker was here, and it was still technically business hours, I introduced him to Karlotta, then took him outside and introduced him to Dario as well. The two men shook hands, although the giant eyed the vampire with open suspicion. Still, they were both honorable in their own ways, and I thought they would get along well, once some of their mutual distrust faded. 
I also gave Tucker a tour of the warehouse, along with the actual shipping yard, and showed him how everything worked. He listened to and absorbed everything I said and asked several smart questions in return. My feelings for him aside, I could already tell that Tucker would be a big asset to my organization.
Our tour ended at the back of the shipping yard, at the container where he had spent all those weeks recovering.
Tucker gestured at the door. “May I?”
“Sure.”
He opened it, and we both stepped inside. He waited for me to turn on the lights, then studied the space with a critical eye.
“I love what you’ve done with the place,” he drawled.
I laughed. “Thanks.”
Tucker went over and sat down on the cot. Then he looked up at me. “I wanted to see if the view had changed.”
“What view?”
“Of you.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
He gestured around the container. “I was in terrible shape after the cemetery fight with Mason. Not just my body but my mind and heart too. But being here with you, having you challenge and push me at every single turn, was the best thing that could have happened to me. Because you made me wake up and want to fight—you made me want to actually live again instead of just going through the motions.”
His gaze locked with mine. “But mostly, this will always be a special spot because it’s where I started falling in love with you, Lorelei.”
My body froze, even as my heart leaped forward like a race car speeding around a track. His head tilted to the side, as though he could hear how hard and fast it was beating.
Tucker cleared his throat and stood up. “I don’t expect you to return the sentiment. I just wanted you to know how I feel.”
He started to step outside, but I moved forward, blocking his path.
“I also have a surprising fondness for this metal box,” I replied in a soft voice. “Because this is where I started falling in love with you too, Hugh.”
A smile spread over his face, and he held out his hand. I threaded my fingers through his and gave them a firm squeeze.
Tucker’s smile slid off his face, replaced by a familiar hungry look. “You know, we didn’t get to all of my fantasies last night,” he said in a low, husky voice. “Over the past few weeks, I’ve had some rather interesting thoughts about that cot over there.”
“Really?” I purred. “How fascinating. Because my fantasies mostly involved you and that table.”
He glanced down at his watch. “It’s after five, which means it is officially after business hours—and time for us to defer to each other, Ms. Parker. If you so wish, of course.”
I returned his wicked grin with one of my own. “I think that’s an excellent idea, Mr. Tucker. Just let me make sure that we won’t be disturbed.”
I pulled on the handle, and the door slowly started to close. Tucker stepped forward and lowered his mouth to mine. I wound my fingers through his perfect hair, mussing it up and getting ready to do the same thing to him, again and again.
I drew him deeper into the shipping container, and the door banged shut behind us just like the hotel door had closed behind me this morning. But now I knew the sound for what it truly was: the start of a new chapter for the two of us—together.
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Excerpt from Spider and Frost

Chapter One—Gin Blanco


“I’m going to kill Finn,” I growled. “Slowly. Deliberately. Painfully. Really take my time. Really make it  hurt.”                                                                                         *** 
A disbelieving snort echoed out of my phone, and the woman on the screen shook her head, making her shaggy blond hair fly around her shoulders. Despite my ominous threat, she laughed, which made her blue eyes sparkle and her rosy skin glow. 
Detective Bria Coolidge, my baby sister, smiled at me. “As much as I hate to admit it, Gin, the situation isn’t Finn’s fault,” she said. “Not this time—”
Bria’s voice cut off, and she disappeared from the screen. A moment later, a man popped into view, with Bria hovering behind him. With his walnut-brown hair, green eyes, and tan skin, the man was as handsome as my sister was pretty, and the two of them made a striking couple. 
Finnegan Lane, my foster brother, peered at me through the phone screen. “You cannot possibly blame this little snafu on me,” he said in an indignant tone. “Like Bria said, it’s not my fault that some sort of rockslide is blocking the road. Or whatever is holding up traffic.”
“No,” I replied. “But it is your fault that I’m stuck here at the train station by myself. You’re the one who told me to go ahead and leave the hotel and that you, Bria, and Owen would meet me here.”
“Hey, don’t blame me because your significant other just had to have blueberry muffins this morning,” Finn replied. “Why, I would say it’s entirely Owen’s fault that you’re at the train station alone. Not mine—”
His voice cut off, and he too disappeared from view, much like Bria had done a minute ago. 
When the phone stilled again, another man was staring through the screen at me. The early-morning sunlight brought out the blue highlights in his black hair, as well as his violet eyes and tan skin. His nose was slightly crooked, and a white scar slashed across his chin, but the tiny imperfections only added to his rough, rugged appeal, and I thought he was the handsomest man I’d ever seen. Then again, love could make anyone biased, even a bitter, jaded assassin like me.  
Owen Grayson, my significant other, grimaced with guilt. “Finn’s right. I was the one who wanted to get some blueberry muffins from that great little café we ate at yesterday.”
He held his hand up, revealing a large white paper bag dangling from his fingers before slowly lowering it again. 
“On the bright side, I got enough muffins for everyone, along with some whipped cream cheese. I know that’s your favorite, Gin.”
Some of my annoyance faded away, and a smile crept across my lips. Blueberry muffins slathered with cream cheese were one of my favorite breakfast treats, and it warmed my heart that Owen had remembered that small fact and gone out of his way to get me said muffins, even if it was keeping us apart right now. 
“What am I supposed to do?” I asked. “The train is leaving in fifteen minutes. There’s no way you all will make it to the station by then—”
The loud shriek of a whistle drowned me out. 
Bria, Finn, and Owen might currently be stuck on the side of the road, but I was standing smack dab in the middle of the Pine Crest train station. A few days ago, the four of us had left Ashland to take a much-needed vacation and escape the myriad problems and clever criminals that populated our violent, dangerous city.
Finn had had his heart set on exploring Pine Crest, a charming little town tucked away in the Appalachian Mountains in North Carolina that catered to skiers in the winter and tourists in the summer. Distance-wise, Pine Crest wasn’t all that far from Ashland, but in some ways, it might as well have been a completely different realm. Instead of run-down, graffiti-covered buildings, colorful storefronts filled the downtown area, which boasted everything from cafés and bakeries, to antiques shops and bookstores, to artisan workspaces where you could learn how to blow glass, sculpt clay, and carve wood. In addition to shopping, we’d spent the last three days at the Pine Crest Inn, taking advantage of the resort’s luxurious spa and gourmet restaurants. Even though it was late March, a winter storm had recently swept through the area, leaving behind cold temperatures and plenty of snow for some late-season ice skating and sledding. 
This morning, we were supposed to take a scenic train ride from Pine Crest over to the nearby town of Cypress Mountain. In addition to the beautiful scenery, the trip also featured a stop at a historic train depot, where lunch would be served.  
The train ride was the grand finale of our trip, one last chance to relax before we drove back home to all the usual problems waiting for us in Ashland—demanding underworld bosses, old enemies lurking in the shadows, new rivals rising up and trying to take us down.
Fighting for my life was practically a monthly occurrence for me, Gin Blanco, the notorious assassin the Spider. Now that I had finally defeated Mason Mitchell, my evil uncle and the head of the Circle, the secret society responsible for much of the crime and corruption in Ashland, I was the official, undisputed queen of the city’s underworld. We’d only been gone a few days, but I was sure that a dozen new problems and even more enemies were already waiting for me back home.
But right now, I only had one problem: the fact that I was here, and Bria, Finn, and Owen were stuck elsewhere. 
I sighed. “I could always take the shuttle back to the resort and wait for you all there. We have to get our luggage anyway before we leave for home.”
Earlier this morning, Owen had slipped out of bed so that I could sleep late, although he had texted me about his plan to grab some muffins and other snacks before coming to the train station. The resort shuttle had dropped me off at the station about five minutes ago, which was when I’d realized the others weren’t already here. I’d called Bria to find out where they were. 
The answer? Stuck on the opposite side of Pine Crest. Apparently, the clipper storm that had dumped enough snow here for us to go skating and sledding had also caused some rockslides in the area, including on the main road that led into town. Hence my being stranded miles away from my loved ones. 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Finn said, his face popping into view over Owen’s shoulder. “Go on the train ride. Relax, eat, enjoy the scenery. I already paid for the tickets, and I sent yours to your phone last night.”
“Yeah,” Bria chimed in, shoving her face in next to Finn’s. “There’s no reason why you should miss out on the fun.”
“Think of it as a test run,” Owen said, still in the center of the screen. “If you like it, then maybe we can come back and ride the train again. Maybe in the fall, when the leaves are changing colors. That would be nice.”
I knew they were right, but I still hesitated. “Well, if you’re sure you don’t need me to call for a ride and head that way . . .”
Finn rolled his eyes. “We’re fine, Gin. It’s just a little traffic jam. It’s not like black-clad villains are running around wild and we’re all in mortal danger again.”
Bria shoved her elbow into his side, making him hiss with pain. “Don’t jinx us. We’re still on vacation until the end of the day, remember?”
Finn gave her a sour look and rubbed his ribs, but he didn’t say anything else. 
“Finn’s right,” Owen chimed in. “Go on the train ride, and we’ll be waiting at the Pine Crest station to pick you up this afternoon. And if the food isn’t as good as advertised, then at least you’ll have some blueberry muffins to look forward to, right?”
He waggled the paper bag, and I smiled back at him. 
“Okay, then, I’ll see you all in a couple of hours. Oh, and Finn?”
“Yeah?” he said, leaning toward the screen.
“If you eat all my blueberry muffins—”
Finn huffed, cutting off my warning. “I know, I know. You’ll kill me. Slowly. Painfully. Deliberately. Really take your time. Really make it hurt.”
“So you were listening earlier,” I drawled. “Excellent. I do so hate having to repeat myself.”
He huffed again. “I wonder if I’m the only person who has to deal with death threats from their sister the assassin on a regular basis.”
I snorted. “In Ashland? Please. There are more family feuds in our city than customers at the Pork Pit.”
Finn tipped his head in agreement. “Either way, enjoy the trip. Oh, and Gin?”
“Yeah?”
He winked at me. “Try not to kill anybody today, okay?”
I glanced around at the cutesy shops lining the storybook-looking street that ran in front of the train station. “Somehow I don’t think that will be a problem. This place is about as far away from Ashland as we could get and still be in the Appalachian Mountains.”
Finn chuckled at my words, as did Bria and Owen. I joined in with their laughter, but a small, nagging part of me wondered if Bria was right—and if Finn had just jinxed us all with his talk of villains and killing. 
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Excerpt from Only Bad Options

Chapter One—Vesper Quill


Sometimes in life, you have only bad options.  
Like planning to commit corporate espionage in the morning, becoming a whistleblower by noon, and trying not to be murdered by midnight.
Those thoughts—and a dozen disturbing visions of my own potential murder—zipped through my mind as I perched on the sofa and stared out over the low table in front of me. 
Screwdrivers, laser cutters, and other handheld tools covered the scarred faux wood surface, along with colorful gelpens and clear plastipapers boasting sketches and schematics of everything from household appliances to shock batons to a pair of gloves designed to mimic the look and feel of human skin. Squiggles and doodles of blue eyes and black arrows adorned the edges of the thin, reusable plastipapers, since those odd symbols had haunted my dreams for as long as I could remember. Wires snaked out from underneath the papers, while a cup squatting on the corner of the table held the remains of a raspberry protein shake that had stained the clear plastic a dull, sickly pink. 
I leaned forward, picked up the miniature spaceship in the middle of the mess, and turned it around in my hands. The cheap plastic model was a little larger than my palm and had been spewed out by one of the multidimensional printers at Kent Corp, where I worked in the research and development lab. Yep, I was a lab rat, responsible for fixing flaws in Kent Corp designs, as well as dreaming up new products for the Regal-family-owned company to sell to further increase House Kent’s already hefty coffers. 
Velorum was grooved into the side of the model, in the same place it had been on the actual ship, and I traced my fingers over the letters, my skin sinking into the tiny dips and empty curls. Kent Corp products always had boastful, grandiose names, whether it was a new space cruiser, a solar-powered blaster, or a can opener.   
I snorted. Hubris would have been a much more appropriate moniker, especially given the small but deadly flaw in the cruiser’s design.
Footsteps clacked along the floor, and a woman shuffled into the room where I was sitting and clutching the model ship like a recalcitrant child who refused to give up her favorite toy.
The thirty-something woman was dressed in a light beige pantsuit that outlined her trim body, while black stilettos added a couple of inches to her already-tall frame. Gold shadow and liner brought out her dark brown eyes, while plum lipstick did the same for her ebony skin. Her dark brown hair was slicked back into a low bun, and a gold chain made of square links hung from her neck.  
Her sleek, tailored look was a direct contrast to the shapeless white lab coat I wore over a long-sleeved light gray shirt, matching cargo pants, and work boots.  
The woman yawned, her eyes still a bit bleary with sleep. “Why are you messing with that model? I thought you finished your report on the Velorum crash last week.”
“Good morning to you too, Tivona,” I drawled, ignoring her question.
She shuddered and stepped into the tiny kitchen. “There is no such thing as a good morning, especially not a good Monday morning.” 
Tivona Winslow might be a brilliant negotiator, but she was most definitely not a morning person. Still, her love of late nights meshed well with my get-up-and-get-things-done mentality. The two of us were rarely home at the same time, which made sharing our small two-bedroom apartment—and especially the single bathroom—much more manageable.
A grin split Tivona’s face, and she gave me a saucy wink. “Although the weekend was very enjoyable, especially Saturday night.”
I laughed, despite the tension simmering in my body. “Let me guess. True love lost and found on the dance floor thanks to a chembond cocktail.”
“Something like that.” Tivona scrunched up her nose. “Although she wasn’t nearly as cute and charming the next morning.”
“They never are when chembonds are involved—”
Tivona waved her hand, cutting off my lecture. “I know, I know. A chembond isn’t real.” She sighed with longing. “But it was fun while it lasted. You should try it sometime, Vesper.”
I rolled my eyes. “No, thanks. I’ve sworn off relationships, remember? Especially chemically induced ones. They burn out even faster than regular ones do.”
Tivona arched an eyebrow at the bitterness in my voice. “What was it you said after your breakup with Conrad? Oh, yes. That attraction, desire, and love are nothing more than chemicals in the brain. Dopamine and pleasure centers and all that other technical stuff you spout all the time.”
I lifted my chin. “And I stand behind every single word.” 
This time, I sighed, the sound full of the melancholy that haunted me like a bad dream. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should go clubbing with you, down a cocktail with someone, and see what happens. At least you know what you’re getting into with a chembond—and that it will wear off in a few hours.”
Unlike my current heartache, which had been dragging on for months.
Sympathy filled Tivona’s face. “This thing with Conrad will wear off too. Especially when you get out there and meet someone new. You’ll see, Vesper. Soon you won’t be thinking about Conrad at all.”
Her cheerful words were completely innocent, but they blared in my mind like an alarm warning that something bad was about to happen. I held back a shudder, trying to ignore the magic suddenly pricking my skin like needles on a medtable. 
Tivona hit a button on the brewmaker on the kitchen counter, which let out a series of high-pitched beep-beep-beeps, almost as if it was talking to her. Liquid streamed down into the chrome pot, and the rich, dark scent of chocolate espresso filled the air. It looked and smelled far more appetizing than my chalky raspberry shake. 
Brewmaker was a misnomer, since the appliance was actually a food fabricator that could produce everything from scrambled eggs to almond oatmeal to a serviceable steak, depending on which protein pods were loaded into it. But people called them brewmakers because most folks used them to whip up drinks—coffees, teas, protein shakes. No matter how advanced technology got, folks still loved to gulp down caffeine, ginseng, and other stimulants, along with massive amounts of processed sugar.
Tivona drew in a deep breath. “Ahh. I’ll never admit it, since I am legally obligated to claim that Kent products are perfect as is and defend them vigorously against all lawsuits, but those tweaks you made to this brewmaker last week really worked. Espresso in less than ten seconds that is the perfect temperature and won’t scald your mouth? That’s genius, Vesper.”
“You know I like tinkering with things.”
Tivona’s dark gaze darted over to the mess of tools, plastipapers, and wires on the table in front of me, and her lips turned down into a disapproving frown. “That’s one way of putting it.”
When we’d first moved in together about three years ago, Tivona and I had divided the common room into two sections. Her side, which included the kitchen, was spotless, and everything was either neatly stowed away, like her plethora of mugs in the cabinets, or stacked in precise piles, like the latest contracts she was working on that covered the dining table.
My side of the room, which included the sofa and the low table, was far less organized. Like Tivona, I preferred the pile method of storage, but mine were haphazard mountains that contained everything from old technical manuals to appliance parts. I found the clutter cozy and comforting, but it supremely annoyed Tivona. More than once, she had challenged me to find a particular plastipaper or tool to get me to clean up the mess, but I always located the requested item within a matter of seconds, like an old-timey magician pulling a rabbit out of her proverbial hat. Always knowing where things were was one of the few advantages to having seer magic.
Despite Tivona’s neat-freak tendencies, she was a genuine friend and by far the best roommate I’d ever had, mainly because we didn’t see each other all that often, not even at Kent Corp, where we both worked. Having an in-person conversation with her was a rare treat, rather than an everyday chore.  
Tivona poured the chocolate espresso into an oversize mug, then plopped down on the other end of the sofa. She plucked the remote from the end table on her side of the room and hit a button, causing the holoscreen embedded in the opposite wall to flare to life. She yawned and took a sip of her espresso, while her favorite gossipcast played on the screen. 
“And now we bring you the latest in the ongoing conflict between the Imperium and the Techwave . . .” The gossipcaster’s voice droned on and on, delivering yet another variation of a story I’d heard a hundred times before.
The Imperium, led by Lord Callus Holloway, who was supported by the other noble families, collectively called the Regals, was one of the major ruling forces in the Archipelago Galaxy, along with the slightly less powerful Techwave and the Erzton. Each group controlled and focused on a different area. The Imperium dealt in magic, genetics, and bloodlines, while the Techwave eschewed such arcane things in favor of cutting-edge technology, experiments, and weapons. The Erzton maintained a neutral stance, selling minerals, wood, and other raw materials to both the Imperium and the Techwave, as well as to other wealthy organizations and individuals. Basically, the three groups boiled down to magic, tech, and minerals, although they would all happily use whatever they could get their hands on to acquire more wealth, weapons, power, and resources.  
The Imperium and the Techwave had been at odds for years, but lately, hostilities had increased to unprecedented levels, with the Techwavers attacking several Regal-owned corporations and stealing everything they could. Supposedly, the Techwavers—or Techies, as they were sometimes called—wanted to make personal enhancements, military-grade weapons, and other advanced technology available to everyone and thus level the playing field between the magic-wielding Regals and the common folks. But really, the Techwave just wanted to rule the galaxy the way Callus Holloway had for the last thirty years.
I had little love for the Imperium and even less for the Regals with their self-important Houses, esoteric societal rules, and unrelenting determination to value magic, alliances, and bloodlines above all else, but at least they maintained some semblance of law, order, and freedom. Unlike the Techwavers, who were little more than terrorists who just took what they wanted and left death and destruction behind in their wake.
Like on Temperate 33.
Two months ago, the Velorum space cruiser had crashed shortly after takeoff on its maiden flight, killing everyone on board, as well as hundreds of additional people on the ground in the spaceport below. I’d been one of dozens of lab rats sent to investigate the ship’s smoldering remains. A group of Techwavers had used the chaos of the crash and its aftermath to break into Kent Corp offices on Temperate 33, steal info on the company’s new line of weapons, and blow several buildings to smithereens. 
For a group that supposedly wanted to make things better for everyone, the Techwavers hadn’t cared whom they hurt as long as they got what they wanted. Greedy bastards. Then again, someone was always rebelling against someone else in the galaxy. 
“The fighting is getting extremely intense on Magma 7, where the Techwave commandeered a large metal refinery three days ago,” the gossipcaster droned on. “The Imperium has taken heavy casualties trying to regain control of the facility. Another attack is expected to begin later today, with Imperium soldiers hoping to finally root out the Techwavers from their fortified position inside the refinery . . .”
In other words, both sides were going to lay waste to the refinery, then retreat to lick their wounds. Something else that was not surprising.  
“And now, on to more pleasant matters: the spring ball being held later this week on Corios.” 
Tivona squealed with delight. “Finally!”
Like many folks, Tivona followed the Regals’ exploits with great interest, especially when it came to their lavish parties on Corios, their home planet. Whereas I did my best to tune out the incessant gossipcasts, which always reminded me of how I had been tossed aside and twinged my childhood heartache like a finger poking into a deep bruise.   
The gossipcaster grinned at the camera, showing off her blindingly white teeth. “The spring ball is one of the most anticipated events of the social season, with several engagements expected to be announced during the event. Some anonymous sources claim one of those announcements will involve Kyrion Caldaren, the current leader of the Arrows, the Imperium’s elite fighting force.”
The feed cut away from the gossipcaster to show a shadowy figure dressed in dark clothes stalking through a smoke-filled hallway on some spaceship. A dark helmet covered his head, so I couldn’t see his face, but I didn’t need to. Just the man’s tall, imposing silhouette, as well as the glowing stormsword in his hand, was enough to strike fear into the heart of anyone with even a modicum of common sense.
Tivona let out another fangirl squeal of delight, completely enraptured by the image on the screen. Well, at least this gossipcast was about someone I had never met, making it far less annoying than most.   
“Kyrion Caldaren is the son of the late Lord Chauncey Caldaren and his wife, Lady Desdemona,” the gossipcaster continued, as if everyone didn’t already know exactly who he was. “He is also the current head of House Caldaren and thus in control of the substantial Caldaren fortune. More than one Regal lord and lady has tried to catch Kyrion’s eye over the years, although, so far, he has resisted all attempts to be caught. Perhaps someone will be lucky enough to finally snare him at the ball.”
The gossipcaster chuckled and winked at the camera, as though Kyrion Caldaren was a fat trout just waiting to be plucked out of an aquafarm pool. 
I rolled my eyes. “As if anyone in their right mind would want to be engaged, much less wed, to the most notorious killer in the galaxy. C’mon. The man supposedly murdered his own father when he was a teenager just so he could take control of their House.”
Tivona flapped her hand at me, never taking her eyes off the screen. “Shush!”
The gossipcaster kept extolling the many supposed virtues of Kyrion Caldaren, while glossing over the fact that the Arrows were among the deadliest warriors in the galaxy and that their main objective was to systematically eliminate Callus Holloway’s many enemies. Something Kyrion Caldaren had done more than once if the rumors were true. 
But among the Regals, Kyrion Caldaren was quite the catch, and this wasn’t the first program speculating about whom he might eventually wed, even if he wasn’t bonded to the person. Then again, he was rich enough to induce any kind of chembond he wanted for as long as he desired. Such things were common among the Regals, especially since truebonds were so rare, even among the nobility’s psions, seers, spelltechs, siphons, and other wielders of magic.
My mother’s voice snaked through my mind. I should be back on Corios. I should be part of the Regals, not rotting away on a useless planet trapped in a useless life with an utterly useless child.  
Pain spiked through my heart like a drill punching through a sheet of steel. I grimaced, wishing I could forget that conversation, which was among the last things my mother, Nerezza, had said to her cousin Liesl, whom we’d been staying with at the time. But perfect recall was part of my seer magic, at least when it came to all the horrible things that had happened in my life—especially my mother’s abandonment. Nerezza had left when I was seven, and even now, thirty years later, I could still hear her harsh tone as clearly and vividly as though she had uttered the words a moment ago.
“Vesper? Are you okay?” Tivona asked. “You look like you’re about to snap that model in two.”
My fingertips had dug into the Velorum miniature, and the dull white plastic was creaking in protest. I loosened my grip and tossed the ship down onto the table. “I’m fine. I should get to the lab.”
“What are you working on now?” Tivona asked. “A dozen ways to improve your latest brewmaker design? Even though it’s already perfectly perfect?” 
I forced myself to smile at her teasing. “That is tomorrow’s project. Today I have a few final things to wrap up with the Velorum crash report.”
Tivona toasted me with her mug. She took another sip of her espresso, then focused on the gossipcaster again.
I gathered up the loose plastipapers from the table and stuffed them into the crook of my arm. I hesitated, then grabbed the Velorum model. As soon as my fingers closed around it, magic pricked my skin again. A faint silver glow shimmered around the tiny cruiser, even as a cold finger of dread tickled my spine.
Normally, I would have dropped everything, sat back down, and studied the model from all angles. My seer magic often highlighted things, but it was always up to me to puzzle out exactly what my power was trying to tell me. My mother’s harsh voice was still ringing in my ears, though, and the ache of her abandonment was still spiking through my heart, so I glared at the light gilding the miniature spaceship.
Go away! I hissed in my mind. 
The silver glow snuffed out, although that cold finger of dread kept tickling my spine. Somehow, even without my seer magic, I knew that my plans for the model ship were going to cause me a whole lot of trouble—and maybe even get me killed.
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Excerpt from A Sense of Danger

Chapter One—Charlotte Locke


You could always tell the assassins by their suits. 
Jackets, shirts, ties. The garments were all extremely expensive and finely made, but also unrelentingly dark and depressingly monochromatic. Black on black, navy on navy, perhaps a dark gray on an even darker gray if someone was feeling particularly cheerful. It was as though the men and women who served as assassins for Section 47 had decided to kill the color from their wardrobes as easily as they dispatched the paramortal terrorists, criminals, and other dangerous magic wielders who wished to wreak chaos and calamity on the unsuspecting mortal world.
I eyed a couple of black-suited male assassins as they grabbed plastic trays and got in the cafeteria line. Of course, we didn’t actually call them assassins at Section 47. At least, not to their faces. Not if you wanted to keep breathing. No, my secret government agency referred to those men and women as cleaners, as if that somehow masked their true, deadly purpose. They didn’t clean up anything. They just created more bloody messes, in every sense of the word.
Just like my father had.
“Penny for your thoughts, Charlotte?” a light, feminine voice drawled, and a hand waved, drawing my attention away from the assassins.
I looked at the gorgeous woman with long, sleek red hair, hazel eyes, and rosy skin, sitting across the table. Miriam Lancaster, my office friend and lunch buddy, stared back at me, clearly expecting an answer. I wasn’t about to confess how much the black-suited cleaners reminded me of my father, so I gestured at my laptop instead.
“Just thinking about how much work I still need to finish.”
Sympathy filled her face. “Trying to get that big report done before you leave to work your diner shift?”
My fingers curled around the edges of the laptop keys at the mention of my second, unwanted job. I never should have told Miriam that I moonlighted as a waitress at a diner near the main Section building, but she had pried it out of me during one of our lunchtime chats after spotting the cheesy uniform sticking up out of my shoulder bag. Then again, Miriam was a charmer—someone who cozied up to and subtly extracted information from foreign spies, diplomats, and businesspeople—instead of just a lowly analyst like me.
In addition to her stunning good looks, Miriam was also gifted with charisma. Even though she wasn’t currently using her power, wasn’t trying to charm or beguile me, I could still sense the magic emanating from her body. The warm, soothing sensation always reminded me of a soft, fuzzy blanket straight out of the dryer. Miriam knew how to use that comforting feeling to its fullest extent, knew how to smile, nod, and draw people in until they confessed their deepest, darkest secrets. She might not kill people, as the cleaners did, but Section 47 had trained and molded her into a weapon as well, one who wielded friendly grins and smooth words instead of guns and knives.
“Yeah,” I replied in a neutral tone, finally answering her question. “Something like that.”
Miriam nodded, then leaned back in her chair, her gaze sweeping over every nook and cranny of the cafeteria, as if the area were fascinating instead of functional.
The cafeteria was like any other in the Washington, D.C., area—a large, cavernous space filled with gray plastic tables and chairs with cheap, framed black-and-white prints of D.C. landmarks covering the walls. One side of the cafeteria featured floor-to-ceiling windows that showed the hustle and bustle of the busy sidewalk and street outside, although the foot and motor traffic had died down a bit from the earlier frantic lunchtime rush. Even though it was creeping up on two o’clock, people still came in off the street, walked through the open archway, and headed for the food line along the back wall.
The cafeteria—also uninspiringly named Section 47—served decent food, and the menu included everything from typical burgers, fries, and pizzas to vegan deli salads, cold-pressed juices, and gluten-free cookies. Since it was open to the public, the cafeteria did a brisk breakfast and lunchtime business, although the regular mortals who strolled inside didn’t realize they were sitting and eating next to dangerous people with magical abilities and deadly training.
Then again, that was true of most restaurants in D.C. You never knew if the woman in the boring beige pantsuit throwing back shots of celery juice was a personal assistant or the head of some black-ops department, or if the guy in the wrinkled shirt and stained tie stuffing his face with mac-and-cheese was a taxi driver on his lunch break or some foreign diplomat spying on American soil. Washington, D.C., purportedly had more spies—both mortal and paramortal—per capita than any other city in the world.
Miriam took a sip of her iced tea, somehow not smearing her perfect red lipstick. It wasn’t a magical talent, but I envied her the ability all the same. My own plum lipstick had evaporated seconds after I had arrived at work this morning.
“What about Jensen’s funeral?” she asked. “You going to that tonight?”
My fingers flexed and then curled around the laptop keys again. Gregory Jensen had been my direct supervisor and a passionate environmentalist who was always railing about Section’s carbon footprint and how the cafeteria was killing the planet with plastic straws. Jensen had also been a devoted cyclist who thought he owned the road, instead of the cars and trucks whizzing by, and he had biked to and from work every day—until he’d been killed by a hit-and-run driver last week. Jensen had fought the traffic, and the traffic had finally won.
I felt sorry for his wife and daughter, but Gregory Jensen had been a royal pain in my ass, always barking orders and pointing out perceived flaws in my work. The day before his accident, he’d said that the staple in my latest report was crooked, before ordering me to yank it out and re-staple the papers together to his satisfaction.
He also had a nasty, infuriating habit of taking credit for my work. More than once, I’d been in an interdepartmental meeting where Jensen had presented my reports as his own, glossing over the fact that I had compiled the information, and laying out the conclusions I’d drawn as if he’d come up with them all by himself. I might just be an analyst, but I worked three times as hard as Jensen, who had been too lazy to do his own damn work, to take my reports and confirm and expound on them the way he should have, the way he was supposed to. Instead, he had been perfectly happy to coast along on my insights.
Jensen was always riding my ass, the way that so many unhappy, middle-management bosses did with their underlings. Miriam was the only person in our office who Jensen had liked, and only because she had occasionally stroked his ego about what important work we analysts and charmers were doing.
Like many other spy organizations, Section 47’s main mission was to gather intelligence and then use that information to prevent terror attacks, mass-casualty events, and other serious, life-threatening catastrophes. Only instead of tracking and chasing regular mortal bad guys, Section went after those who used magic and enhanced weapons to commit their crimes. In the unfortunate event that an attack did happen, and some paramortals unleashed their powers to rain down death and destruction, Section then covered up and explained away the magical calamity as best it could before hunting down the perpetrators—and eliminating them. And so, there was truth and justice for all. At least, that was the idea, although the execution was far from perfect.
But Jensen’s real problem had been the fact that I was a Legacy and he was not. My grandmother and father had both worked for Section, which meant that I had a guaranteed job here after college and grad school. In many ways, Section 47 was a family business, albeit one made up of dozens and dozens of different families, instead of a single entity or bloodline, and those folks in the know raised their children to become cleaners, charmers, and analysts the same way that regular mortal families produced generations of doctors, lawyers, and dentists.
Given all that long, storied family history, there was naturally a fair amount of nepotism and soul-crushing pressure within the spy agency. If your mother had done well at Section, then you were expected to do even better. If your brother had flamed out in his first year, then it was up to you to right the ship and restore your family’s honor and good name. And so on and so forth.
Your family’s standing and, well, legacy, could either help or hinder your own prospects inside Section. Due to their family members’ previous service, histories, and connections, most Legacies tended to climb higher and at a much quicker pace through the Section ranks than non-Legacies like Jensen, who had been stuck in the same post for five years. Hence his seething bitterness toward me, even though the Locke family legacy was far more tarnished than sterling.
“Hello? Earth to Charlotte.” Miriam snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Are you going to Jensen’s funeral?”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t have time. I’m supposed to cover for another waitress at the diner tonight. Besides, I signed the office card and chipped in for the flowers. That’s more than Jensen would have done for me.”
Miriam shrugged her agreement. Her phone buzzed, and she looked at the message. Then she picked up the device and started texting, her thumbs flying over the screen.
“New boy toy?” I asked, using her preferred term.
“Oh, yes,” she purred.
“Who is it? Pete from accounting? Hank from the weapons depot? Or did you finally land that mystery man you’ve been crushing on for the past few weeks?”
A sly smile spread across Miriam’s red lips. “You know I don’t kiss and tell. At least, not until it’s over.”
I snorted. Miriam was always in some sort of relationship, whether it was the early, tentative stages of flirting, the heady excitement of the first date, the boring routine of maintaining the status quo, or the inevitable harsh breakup. Perhaps it was part of her charmer magic, her ability to beguile others, but Miriam was one of those people who loved being in love—or at least lust—and she thrived on all the drama that came along with juggling a relationship inside Section.
Fraternization wasn’t forbidden here, but it was definitely frowned upon. The higher-ups wanted their agents to be loyal to Section, not to someone else, and more than one career, even a Legacy’s, had been ruined over an affair gone wrong.
“You’re really not going to tell me who it is?”
“Not this time. I don’t want to jinx it. Besides, I really think this guy might be the one.”
I snorted again. “You say that about every man you date.”
Miriam grinned. “That’s because it’s always true. At least, it always seems that way in the beginning. But I’m more hopeful about this boy toy than most. Actually, this one is a bit more mature than my usual type, so I should probably call him my mystery man like you always do.” She thought about it for a second, and her grin widened. “Nope! Boy toy it is. Because I’ve definitely been having fun playing with him so far.”
Miriam snickered at her own bad joke and kept texting. I shook my head in disbelief, even as envy sparked in my heart. I didn’t know how Miriam found the time and energy for her serial dating, hookups, and breakups, in addition to her similar schmoozing work for Section, and I envied her carefree attitude and enjoyment of it all.
I hadn’t been out with someone in more than a year, thanks to my grandmother’s illness and then death a few months ago. Even before my world had crashed and burned, I had never been much for dating. I had a hard time trusting people, thanks to my grandmother’s myriad moneymaking schemes and my father’s notorious fuckups, and my own work for Section had made me even more jaded, paranoid, and suspicious about other people’s desires, motives, and agendas. Better to be alone and trust in myself than take a shot on someone who would probably screw me over the second he got the chance.
Morose musings aside, I still needed to finish the Hyde report by the end of the day, so I gulped down some of my cookies-and-cream mocha to give my brain a much-needed boost of sugar and caffeine. The cafeteria served excellent drinks, and the rich chocolate brew coated my tongue, while the airy whipped cream melted in my mouth like a vanilla cloud.
I had just set my cup down when a splash of color caught my eye. A man wearing a powder-blue tie with a light gray suit walked through the cafeteria, skirting around the people, tables, and chairs and heading toward the food line. His head was held high, his shoulders were back and down, and his stride was long, smooth, and confident. Definitely an assassin, despite his shockingly bright choice of tie.
“Who’s that?” I asked, discreetly pointing him out to Miriam. “I’ve never seen that guy before.”
I kept mental dossiers on all the assassins, er, cleaners, so I could be sure to steer clear of them. We might work for the same agency, but they weren’t the kind of people you wanted to annoy, piss off, or stand out to in any way.
Section 47 spent thousands of hours and millions of dollars training, housing, feeding, and honing its cleaners into the most lethal weapons possible. All that time, energy, and money made cleaners far more valuable to the Section bosses than the other agents, especially analysts, like me. Cleaners were definitely number one in the pecking order; I was guaranteed to lose if I ever had a conflict or picked any sort of fight with a cleaner, even if it was something as simple as who got the last blueberry muffin during our interdepartmental meetings.
Miriam lowered her phone and glanced in that direction. She leaned forward, and a sharp, interested gleam filled her hazel eyes. “I don’t know who that guy is, but I’d certainly like to find out. Hubba-hubba.”
“What about your mystery man?”
“He’s great, but I always have time to make the acquaintance of a handsome stranger,” she said, letting an exaggerated Southern drawl seep into her voice.
She winked, making me laugh. Typical Miriam, but her incessant, bubbly enthusiasm was one of the things I liked about her. Plus, hearing about her dating exploits—good, bad, and ugly—let me escape from my own humdrum life for a little while.
Miriam’s phone buzzed again, and she glanced at the message on the screen. “Anyway, I’ve gotta run. I’ve got my own work to finish before Jensen’s funeral.”
“Sure. See you later.”
Miriam stood up, tucked her phone into the back pocket of her skinny jeans, slung her designer bag over her shoulder, and sauntered out of the cafeteria. More than one person watched her go, including Diego Benito, the IT tech she had broken up with last month. Diego caught me staring at him staring at Miriam, and he ducked his head, focusing on his laptop again.
I took another fortifying sip of my mocha, then started working on summarizing the latest bank transactions I’d been reviewing.
I clicked through various documents and spreadsheets, scanning the information for immediate, obvious mistakes. I didn’t find any, so I sat back in my chair and took in my whole screen, letting the words and numbers fill my field of vision and sink into my brain all at once.
The longer I looked, the more colors started to appear.
To anyone else looking at my screen, the words and numbers were still in plain black type. But to me, they morphed from that absolute flat black into varying shades of gray, along with some light pinks and even a few bold, bloody reds.
I followed the gradation of colors, starting with the words and numbers in black—the ones that were true, correct, precise. From there, I moved on to the light grays—the ones with small typos and addition errors. Next came the pinks—the letters and numbers with more significant faults. And, finally, the reds—the large, glaring errors where someone had either made a serious mistake or had deliberately entered the wrong information and committed an outright electronic lie.
My left index finger hovered over the laptop screen, following the shifting colors. With my right hand, I jotted down notes on a pad. Almost everyone at Section 47 had some magical ability, and mine was an unusual form of synesthesia. I could see typos, mistakes, and errors that people made, whether they had accidentally transposed digits and written down a wrong phone number, knowingly fudged their expense reports, or deliberately committed fraud by submitting false information to a financial institution. My synesthesia took other forms as well, but I mostly used it to make my work as an analyst a little easier.
Not that anyone cared. Thanks to Gregory Jensen’s dislike of me, most of my reports were either solely attributed to his supposed brilliance or given cursory looks at best before being filed on the Section electronic databases, never to see the light of day again. Jensen wasn’t the only one stuck in middle management. I was thirty-five and had been working at Section for roughly ten years, ever since I had finished grad school. I should have already been promoted to a senior analyst position, instead of keeping the general analyst designation that I’d had for the past five years.
Part of my lack of upward mobility could be attributed to my father’s mistakes at Section, but Jensen hadn’t done me any favors by giving me one poor performance review after another. He’d wanted to keep me under his thumb, if only so he wouldn’t have to do any heavy lifting himself. I didn’t wish ill on the dead, but maybe my new supervisor, whomever that turned out to be, would appreciate and take my work more seriously—or at least give me proper credit for it.
Either way, I needed to finish and file this report, so I clicked through a few more screens and documents.
“May I sit with you?”
I kept staring at my screen, following the trail of gray, pink, and red letters and numbers that only I could see . . .
Someone cleared his throat. “May I sit with you?” The words came out a little louder and more forceful than before.
For the first time, I noticed that someone was standing on the opposite side of the table. I looked up from my laptop.
Him. The assassin I’d spotted earlier. The one with the bright, daring powder-blue tie. He was holding a large mug and a newspaper and staring at me, an expectant look on his face.
Up close, he was far more handsome than I’d realized. He was around six feet tall, with dark blond hair that was somehow sleekly styled and artfully messy at the same time. Golden stubble clung to his strong jaw, making him seem as though he’d just tumbled out of bed, although I imagined that he took as much care with his facial hair as he did with the rest of his appearance.
His light gray suit was perfectly cut and tailored, showing off his broad shoulders and lean figure. He wasn’t bulked up with muscle the way so many cleaners were, but an obvious, effortless strength radiated from his body. He also carried himself with supreme confidence, as if he knew without a doubt that he was the biggest badass in the room. That same confidence glinted in his eyes, which were the same light powder-blue as his tie. Miriam had been right. Hubba-hubba indeed.
“May I sit with you?” he asked for a third time, snapping me out of my stupefied reverie.
His easy tone and small smile were probably meant to be innocuous and disarming, as were his mug and newspaper props, but he still pinged my internal radar.
In addition to seeing mistakes, my synesthesia also warned me about threats to my own personal safety, often gilding those dangers in the same colors I would notice in typos in a document. A wet, slippery floor might register as a light gray for a minor hazard, while a car rolling through a stop sign would be a hot pink for a more serious risk. This guy? No colors currently surrounded him, but cleaners always merited a bright, bloody red on my spectrum.
My gaze cut left and right. It was after two o’clock now, so the cafeteria was largely deserted, except for a few late-lunch stragglers. There were plenty of empty tables where he could have sat and enjoyed his beverage and newspaper. So why did he want to sit with me?
He kept staring at me, clearly expecting an answer.
“Suit yourself,” I muttered.
“Excellent. Thank you.”
What was that faint accent in his voice? Not English, not European, but . . . Australian. I had to hold back an appreciative sigh. Accents did me in every single time. Hence my unfortunate affair with a minor Spanish diplomat back before my grandmother had gotten sick. I’d liked the diplomat’s musical accent so much that I hadn’t noticed what a cheating scumbag he was until I’d shown up early for one of our dinner dates and caught him canoodling with another woman.
The cleaner set his mug and newspaper on the table and pulled out the chair across from mine, the one Miriam had vacated a few minutes ago. He unbuttoned his suit jacket, slid it down his arms, shrugged out of the garment, and draped it across the back of his chair all in one fluid motion. Underneath, he was wearing a vest, along with a silver pocket watch on a lengthy chain. The light gray vest and the matching shirt revealed even more of his lean, muscled body, adding to his appeal. In addition to accents, there was nothing I found sexier than a well-dressed man, and James Bond had nothing on this guy.
The cleaner stepped forward, sat down in the chair, and picked up his mug, once again all in one continuous, easy sequence. He seemed to have a natural, almost liquid grace, and I got the sense he did everything with that same smooth, effortless motion, as if one action just naturally, continually, inevitably flowed into the next, whether he was doing something as mundane as brushing his teeth or as brutal as bludgeoning someone to death.
Most people probably would have thought it elegant, but I recognized the graceful ability as belonging to a natural predator. No doubt he was the sort of cleaner who could sidle up behind you and snap your neck before you even realized he was within striking distance. Sometimes, when presented with a particularly serious threat, instead of colors, my synesthesia took the form of an inner voice, and right now, that voice kept whispering danger-danger-danger over and over again.
The cleaner fussed with his newspaper, then picked up the string attached to the tea bag swimming in his mug. He dunked the bag in and out of the steaming water for a few seconds before sitting back in his chair and taking a sip. A faint whiff of the tea tickled my nose, smelling warm, green, and citrusy. No doubt it was the sort of brew that was probably really good for you and really disgusting to drink.
“Nothing like a cup of hot tea on a cool fall day, eh?” he said in a pleasant tone, like he was just making conversation, although his sexy accent made the innocuous words seem to hold a multitude of hidden meanings.
I made a noncommittal sound and looked at my laptop.
I still had to finish my report, so I focused on the words and numbers, trying to pick up the trails of grays, pinks, and reds again. Even though I had been investigating and tracking this particular individual, Henrika Hyde, for more than three months, and filing reports all along the way, I felt like I was finally on the verge of discovering something big, something that would tell me exactly where all this money was going and what horrible thing it was financing . . .
“Say, I’m new in town,” the cleaner said. “Do you have any tips on good restaurants?”
I kept staring at my screen, clicking and following the color trail from one document and spreadsheet to the next. “If you like barbecue, Mama Flo’s on the next block is pretty good,” I murmured, still trying to track the words and numbers to their inevitable wrong and sinister conclusions.
“Sounds great. How about I take you there for dinner tonight?”
A moment passed before his words penetrated my work fog and sank into my brain. My gaze snapped up to his. The cleaner still had a pleasant smile fixed on his face, but there was a tightness to his jaw and a watchfulness in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.
Danger-danger-danger, my inner voice whispered, louder and more insistent than before.
As I sat there, digesting his unexpected offer, a faint snicker caught my attention. I glanced to my right to see Anthony from accounting looking at me, with his phone clutched in his hand. Anthony and I had gone out on one disastrous date back before my grandmother had gotten sick. We both realized we had zero in common and that neither one of us liked the other—at all. Ever since then, Anthony had been my office nemesis, always denying my supply requests, even if all I was asking for was a lousy ream of printer paper.
I focused on the cleaner again. He was gazing at Anthony, who stared right back at him. Suspicion shot through me.
“Did Anthony put you up to this?” I asked. “Is this another one of his lame practical jokes?”
Anthony also had an annoying habit of getting his office buddies to ask me out, even though they had as little interest in me as I did in them. For some reason, Anthony and his friends thought it was hilarious to pretend like we were all in seventh grade again.
The cleaner’s eyebrows drew together, and he looked confused. “What? Who is Anthony?”
I kept staring at him, and he shrugged.
“I’m new in town. I’m trying to meet people. Make some connections. That’s all.” His words once again seemed innocuous, although his accent and the way he purred connections made it sound as though he’d just offered to indulge in a night of wild sex with me.
“So you thought you would hit on the first woman you saw in the cafeteria? Aw, how romantic,” I drawled.
He had the decency to wince, but not the common sense to give up. “I just thought we might have some fun together.”
I glanced at the clock on the cafeteria wall. I only had fifteen minutes left on my lunch break, and I wasn’t going to let this idiot waste any more of my time.
“Listen, Crocodile Dundee,” I snapped. “I don’t care what Anthony or anyone else told you about me. I don’t work in accounting, so I can’t pad out your expense report or validate your parking or whatever it is that you really want.”
He jerked back, as though he was surprised that I was speaking to him this way. Yeah, berating a cleaner for hitting on me—or whatever he was doing—wasn’t my smartest move. Then again, I’d never been known for my diplomatic tact. If I had, I would have played the office politics a lot better and probably been much higher up on the food chain than I currently was. Unfortunately, my temper often got the better of me, a trait I’d inherited from my father.
Oh, yes. I probably should have made some excuse, grabbed my things, and gone back to my cubicle, but he had come over to me, so he should be the one to leave.
“If you don’t work in accounting, then what do you do?” he asked.
This time, I jerked back. His question surprised me, although the fact that he was still sitting here wasting my time made even more anger bubble up in my chest.
“I write reports that no one reads,” I snapped again. “And I have one to finish before the end of the day. So why don’t you take your tea and your newspaper that you’re not reading and go bother someone else.”
Anger sparked in his eyes, making them flash an even brighter silver-blue, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. I’d pissed him off. Good. Maybe that would finally get him to leave me alone.
The cleaner shot to his feet, grabbed his suit jacket, and shrugged into it, once again doing all of that in one long, smooth, fluid motion. Then he scooped up his mug and newspaper, spun around on his heel, and strode away.
I watched him leave the cafeteria. The second he vanished from my line of sight, I should have relaxed. But even though the cleaner was gone, my inner voice kept right on whispering, as if my magic knew something important that I didn’t.
Danger-danger-danger.
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